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Contemporary Maya Identity and representations 
 
Abstract 
This project seeks to examine which parts of the 
ancient Maya history and culture are important for the 
Maya today. It features a description of the Maya 
religion, traditions and how they utilise and combine 
them with modern, non-Maya traditions in the present-
day. 
The paper describes how tourism influences the Maya 
self image and outlines the hierarchy imposed by the 
colonisers. The ongoing struggle for rights and self-
determination in times of globalisation are discussed, 
along with the consequences for the Maya. The 
struggles are based on the economic and political 
interests held by the governments. The paper discusses 
the contemporary Maya identity represented through 
art. It concludes that the main factors in contemporary 
Maya identity are their ability to adapt and their 
distinct indigenous heritage. 
 
Summary 
Nærværende projekt med fokus på mayaernes 
selvbillede og identitet i det 21. århundrede beskriver 
tillige, hvordan regeringerne i eksempelvis Guatemala 
og Mexico eksponerer mayaernes kulturarv for at øge 
turismen uden samtidigt at anerkende mayaerne som 
ligeværdige medborgere, endsige retmæssige 
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efterkommere af det oprindelige folk. Dette 
undersøger vi som en faktor, der influerer mayaernes 
identitet og selvforståelse. 
For at besvare problemformuleringen, har vi forholdt 
os kritisk til de tekster og informationer vi har udvalgt, 
omhandlende mayafolkets verdensopfattelse, 
traditioner og ritualer, som er forankret i den 
kulturelle, religiøse og historiske baggrund. Vi har 
relateret disse faktorer til mayaernes livsvilkår i dag. 
For at kunne drage paralleller til mayaernes nutidige 
traditioner og levevilkår, har vi indført et kapitel om 
præcolumbiansk historie. 
Nogle typer turisme, f.eks. konsumeristisk turisme, 
anerkender ikke de indfødtes tilknytning til de gamle 
arkæologiske områder. Det fratager mayaerne 
muligheden for at deltage i og nyde godt af de 
indtægter som turismen indbringer, og svækker deres 
selvforståelse, mens regeringen underkender deres 
krav på anerkendelse som efterkommere og efterlader 
dem på laveste vilkår i samfundet. 
Andre typer turisme, giver mayaerne mulighed for 
aktiv medvirken, da det blandt andet indebærer lokal 
indkvartering i mayalandsbyerne. 
Mayaernes kamp for rettigheder og selvbestemmelse 
skaber store spændinger med regeringerne, som har 
helt anderledes økonomiske og politiske dagsordner. 
Problematikkerne eksemplificeres og debateres i et 
selvstændigt kapitel. 
Opgaven kommer også ind på den aktuelle 
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mayaidentitet som er repræsenteres gennem kunsten. 
Projektet konkluderer, at de vigtigste faktorer i 
moderne mayaidentitet, er deres evne til at tilpasse sig 
og deres særlige kulturelle arv. Det er vores ønske, at 
en læser uden forudgående baggrundsviden om 
mayaer, gennem dette projekt bliver bibragt den 
indsigt og viden, der er grundlæggende for at forstå 
problemfeltet omkring inklusion og 
udviklingspotentiale i kulturelt ligeværd.  
 
Dimensions, Limitations and Semester Theme 
When studying the contemporary Maya identity and 
representations, it is essential to understand their 
historical and cultural background before engaging in 
an examination of their conditions in present society. 
To understand the Maya identity today one must have 
at least a basic knowledge of the ancient Maya belief 
system, some of their most important rituals and their 
worldview. This information will be used as reference 
points when examining how the Maya see themselves 
in the modern society, how they use their past to claim 
their rights as indigenous people, and how it is used 
by the governments to promote the country for 
tourism on a global scale without associating it with 
the descendants. The dimension of History and 
Culture is covered when gathering and relaying 
information concerning the ancient Maya society, their 
way of life, and the impact of colonisation and 
globalisation had on the secluded culture in 
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Mesoamerica. In the chapter concerning tourism we 
have included analyses of different tourist guides both 
from the Internet and from different publishing 
houses. These are very specific examples of how the 
dimension Text and Sign is incorporated into this 
project but it is present throughout the entire paper in 
more subtle manners as well. When gathering 
information on the Maya history and ancient culture, 
as well as any other subject, source criticism has been 
utilised. When representing standpoints made by 
people such as the Maya scholar and intellectual 
Victor Montejo or the sociologist and lawyer Carlos 
Guzmán Böckler, their motives and backgrounds have 
been taken into account as they influence their works 
and political agendas. Parts of the material gathered 
for this project has been analysed and interpreted 
before being relayed to the reader, thus using tools 
from the dimension of Text and Sign. 
When studying the Maya identity, we have chosen to 
include some theories on the construction of identities 
as a group and in relation to others. This corresponds 
with the dimension of Subjectivity and Learning. 
Although our project examines the contemporary 
Maya identity, it is not a subject which has been 
thoroughly examined, and as such we do not seek to 
cover this dimension.  
This project is linked to the semester theme ‘Time, 
Space and Identity’ through its examination of the 
contemporary Maya identity, which is greatly 
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influenced by their past, thus moving the project 
through the aspect of historical time.  
The Maya communities are scattered, primarily, 
throughout the Yucatán Peninsula and have been 
influenced by the local ethnicities, causing them to 
create their own distinct version of a common Maya 
cultural base. Thus the aspect of space becomes 
relevant when examining specific phenomena, or the 
sense of a united Maya culture. 
Even though all three aspects of the semester theme 
are present in the project, not all will be elaborated on 
profoundly. The problem surrounding the 
displacement of the Maya due to e.g. the building of 
hydroelectric dams, will be touched upon only briefly 
although it is a huge dilemma for the Maya due to for 
instance tradition, rituals, and the struggle for rights. 
Likewise the political debate has been limited in this 
project noting upon several greater issues, which will 
not be dealt with to their full extent. The magnitude of 
these debates and struggles contain more aspects than 
this project is able to thoroughly examine, thus we 
have chosen to limit ourselves to some more general 
discussions and struggles, well knowing that there are 
many more aspects, points of view, and movements in 
most of the struggles present in the co-existing 
societies where the Maya are found. 
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Problem Definition 
Which parts of the history and traditions are relevant 
for Maya today? How is history used to represent the 
Maya society from a Maya perspective and from a 
non-Maya perspective? Finally, how does this help the 
Maya to maintain/recreate their identity and 
representation in a contemporary context? 
 
Introduction 
The American continent was populated between 
75,000-35,000 years ago by tribes following the 
wandering packs of prey over the Bering Strait all the 
way to South America. The earliest signs of people in 
Maya areas are dated to approximately 9000 y.a. 
When the large prey died out, the nomadic tribes 
settled and began cultivating the land, laying the basis 
of a civilisation. 
The Olmecs are considered to be the mother culture of 
most Mesoamerican civilisations. They disappeared 
several thousand years ago, and left behind very few 
remnants of their existence, except for many large 
stone head statues and traits we can deduce have been 
carried on in the Maya Civilisation (Nielsen 2000: 31-
32). 
Geographically, their civilisation was based in the 
lowland jungle of the Yucatán peninsula and the 
mountain range to the south. The Yucatán peninsula is 
based in the tropic climatic zone, with warmer 
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temperatures in the lowland jungles to the north, and 
colder temperatures in the mountain ranges to the 
south. Animals natural to the habitat such as the 
jaguar, quetzal bird, and the snake, are culturally 
significant and are often part of Maya imagery 
(Nielsen 2000: 17-21). 
The Maya religious rituals were closely tied to their 
agriculture. The reaping and sowing of maize had 
parallels to their creation myths and cosmology. There 
are rituals bound to the maize because it is the basis of 
life for the Maya. Several Maya myths recount how 
man was created from maize, as a result of this the 
Maya worshipped a maize deity, who will be 
described later on (Nielsen 2000: 37-39). 
The Maya civilisation consists of an area of 324,000 
km2. It extends throughout Guatemala, Belize, the 
western parts of Honduras and El Salvador, and the 
Mexican states Chiapas, Tabasco, Campeche, Yucatán 
and Quintana Roo. Nowadays the Maya languages are 
still spoken, and their traditions remain. Historically, 
culturally and archaeologically Guatemala is the heart 
of the Maya world. In present day, 50 percent of the 
inhabitants are of old Maya descendants, or 
indigenous as they are locally referred to and 40 per 
cent speak a Maya language. Two dozen Maya 
languages are spoken today. They are divided into five 
main groups: Quiché, Mam, Qanjobal, Chol and 
Yucatea. These language groups are believed to have 
evolved from a ‘Protomaya’ language that was spoken 
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in the Cuchumatan region of Guatemala 4000 years 
ago (Enjoy Guatemala; 11.05.2012) (Quest Connect; 
18.05.2012).  
 
 
 
The Maya had two strongly divided classes, a lower 
class mostly consistent of peasants, and an upper class 
with the ruling families, shamans, artists, and writers. 
The rulers, or kings, were called Ahau in ancient 
Maya. Today we know very little about the life of the 
lower class, because the writers of the upper class only 
recorded events significant to the ruling class. 
Including events such as the death of an Ahau and the 
inauguration of a new one. Ceramics, steles and 
pyramids were often used to recount these events. The 
Maya also recorded their myths, but there are many 
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different versions of those, and the lower class may 
have had entirely different myths to tell (Nielsen 
2000: 50, 80-81).  
 
To make it easier to create an overview of the Maya 
civilisation we have included this timeline of the 
different periods. These distinctions in time periods 
will be referred to throughout the paper:  
Archaic period: 7000-2000 BC 
Early Preclassic: 2000-1000 BC 
Middle Preclassic: 1000-400 BC 
Late Preclassic: 400 BC-250 AD 
Early Classic: 250 AD-600 AD 
Late Classic: 600 AD-900 AD 
Post-Classic: 900 AD-1520 AD 
 
Very little of the original books written by the Maya 
people have survived to the present day. When the 
Spaniards came to Mesoamerica, Priest Diego de 
Landa demanded and led the burning and destroying 
of all written material that had any connection to the 
history and mythology of the Maya. In de Landa’s 
conviction, they needed to burn everything that carried 
on the ‘message of the devil’, whether it was notes on 
history and myths, or knowledge on astronomy and 
medicine. He hoped to convert all the Maya to 
Catholicism (Nielsen 2000: 241). 
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Creation Myths 
Throughout South- and Mesoamerica the different 
Maya people recount multiple variations of their 
creation myth. Although the myths are different, they 
contain many similarities that connect the diverse 
stories and ideas of the creation of the world. These 
myths are documented in old Maya writings. 
Unfortunately, a lot of these stories have suffered 
during the Spanish occupation. The original stories 
have been merged with Catholic figures such as Jesus 
and Virgin Mary. The focus of the current paper will 
be on some of the oldest stories, which have survived 
with little or no influence from other cultures, and 
their similarities to other Maya myths of creation that 
are known today. 
Some of the best known literature today is the Yucatán 
written books of Chilam Balam (Thompson 1970: 
160). Its creation myth explains how four trees and 
four gods were placed in each end of the four 
directions to hold up the sky. At the end they placed 
the World Tree in the centre of the world (Thompson 
1970: 337-339). 
Another well-known book is the Popol Vuh, which is 
the Quiché Maya collection of myths and histories. 
The Popol Vuh book has a similar idea of the creation 
of the world as Chilam Balam. 
In Popol Vuh the gods gather at the mountain from 
which all kinds of animals and plants originally 
emerged. At the base of this mountain the gods found 
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maize and they envisaged this to be the perfect 
material to create man from. They formed the human 
and added water that turned into the blood that gave 
the human life. This idea of the human flesh being 
created out of maize and maize as life substance, is a 
recurring idea throughout the Maya areas (Nielsen 
2000: 37). 
Scientists have pointed out that mountains, water, and 
caves are actually present at the places where the 
world, according to the Maya, had its origins. The 
combination of water and mountain seems to be 
central in the understanding of the Maya idea of origin 
of life and civilisation (Nielsen 2000: 52). It therefore 
bears significance to their rituals. Myths tell how the 
human race was born in deep caves in the fertile, 
female earth (Nielsen 2000: 51). ‘The lust’ is a 
dominant creation theme in different other stories as 
well, for example, in Chilam Balam the beginning of 
the world was initiated by the celestial lizard and the 
earth lizard mating (Thompson 1970: 339). A Mopan 
and a similar Kekchi story tells about the moon and 
the sun being the first to have sexual intercourse. 
Because of that the moon becomes the mother of 
mankind, goddess of love and of childbirth 
(Thompson 1970: 343). 
Another idea of the Maya creation in Popol Vuh was 
that the constellation of the stars in the sky symbolized 
the mother goddess and her three sons that created the 
world. They placed, similarly to the Chilam Balam, 
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the World Tree in the middle of the world. Its tree 
crown carried the sky; and its roots stretched down to 
the underworld, thereby it was the connection point 
between the gods and the earth. The Milky Way is the 
symbol of the tree crown and it made space for the 
gods to create humans and animals (Nielsen 2000: 
164). 
Common to a lot of creation myths is that it takes 
multiple attempts to create the world, since the gods 
are not satisfied with their results; they destroy it and 
start over again. In Chilam Balam two attempts were 
needed to create the world, and in Popol Vuh the 
creation of the world was final after the third creation 
attempt (Thompson 1970: 333-339). 
 
Religion 
The ancient Maya were polytheistic. Some of their 
gods were more prevalent and had larger roles in their 
daily lives than others. Their gods differ from gods 
from other polytheistic religions by being more 
incorporeal and abstract ideas of elements from their 
daily lives such as the sun or their main food source. 
This means that as traditions and habits have changed, 
so have the Maya gods merged, switched functions 
and attributes and have become part of different 
groups over time. Another difference is that their gods 
are both good and evil, male and female, and 
sometimes these features are indistinguishable. The 
gods’ relation to their worshippers is primarily the 
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gratitude they receive for their gifts (Thompson 1970: 
198-199). The Mayan gods are mainly represented as 
a mix between animal, human, and plant features 
according to their role in creation myths and 
traditions. There was also a division between which 
gods were worshipped by the lower class, and which 
were worshipped by the ruling class. 
 
1. Representations of Maya in Tourism 
 
This chapter seeks to answer how the image of the 
Maya is altered through tourism by Maya and non-
Maya. We will investigate the tourism in 
Mesoamerica, how the Maya culture is ‘sold’ by 
(governmental) tourist agencies and by the Maya 
themselves. This chapter begins by explaining general 
tourism and how it has its pros and cons for the Maya 
people. Continually tourist guides and web-pages of 
tourism in Guatemala and in Chitchén Itzá are 
analysed and compared. Afterwards Chitzén Itzá will 
be described in further detail, explaining the conflicts 
around the archaeological sites, the annual equinox 
festival and local handicraft. The chapter will 
introduce some theories that explain the impact of 
tourism on the Maya identity. These theories will be 
further elaborated in chapter 2 and 3. 
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1.1. Different Faces of Tourism 
According to Suzanne York, member of the 
International Forum on Globalisation, tourism is the 
world´s largest service industry (Mander & Tauli-
Corpuz 2006: 133). The World Tourism Organisation 
claims that tourism is the ”worlds number one export 
earner, ahead of automotive products, chemicals, 
petroleum and food” (Mander & Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 
134). Tourism in a post-colonial context can be seen 
as globalisation factor. In Chapter 2 we will discuss 
the juxtaposition of globalisation and human rights. 
The tourism sector has been promoting the concept of 
Ecotourism ‘as a more sustainable version of tourism’. 
It is the fastest growing sector of the travel industry 
with an annual growth rate of 20-30 percent (Mander 
& Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 133). To the indigenous people 
though, Ecotourism is just another branch of tourism, 
it is often an unwelcome development which threatens 
the foundation of their cultural self-determination. The 
Ecotourism also impacts on their everyday lives in a 
negative manner (Mander & Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 133). 
Even though Ecotourism is called highly profitable, if 
not executed carefully, it could cause damage to not 
only the earth, but also the exposed people. 
While tourism may have positive influence on society, 
York also describes some of the negative effects 
linked to tourism via e.g. economic globalisation. 
York doubts the benefits of tourism for the indigenous 
communities, and claims that it is a problem that the 
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self-sufficiency of the traditional indigenous 
communities is threatened by foreign interference 
economically, politically, and culturally. By relaying 
on tourism instead of self-reliance, capitalism is 
introduced into local communities, thus necessities 
such as food and shelter can become unaffordable to 
the locals (Mander & Tauli- Corpuz 2006: 133-134). 
Another important issue is that, according to York, the 
governments are not properly prepared for tourism. 
The governments' objectives in this seem to be the 
hope for benefits like better employment and 
infrastructure development but the reality often looks 
quite different. Because of the lack of framework for 
the government to work within, the benefits of tourism 
are seldom shared with the local population. They are 
unable to monitor and control the impacts of tourism, 
ecological or not (Mander & Tauli- Corpuz 2006: 
134). As Silvia Cime Mex, general secretary for the 
Artisan Collective of Chichén Itzá states, Maya are 
treated as objects and no one is interested in the 
contemporary Maya representatives. Both the tourists 
and the state want ‘a culture without humans’. 
Tourists claim the pyramids to be world heritage, but 
somehow the Maya are not considered part of the 
world in this context (La Palabra Maya 2011). 
Anthropologist and ethnographer Quetzil Casteñada 
argues in his article ”The Neo-Liberal Imperative of 
Tourism: Rights and Legitimization in the UNWTO 
global code of ethics” that Consumer rights, from the 
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side of organizations such as the World Tourism 
Organization in its ‘Global Code of Ethics’ are being 
displayed as human rights instead of consumer-
oriented interests. He criticises this by calling it 
‘misguided’ and furthermore calls it a ‘neoliberal 
manifesto’ (NeoliberalTourism: 03.05.2012). 
Not every aspect of (Eco)tourism is negative. York 
points to arrangements such as the Indigenous 
Experience Program and the Maya Guesthouse 
Program, which grants the opportunity for tourists to 
experience a home-stay or guesthouse, where the 
participants are placed and live within and alongside 
the indigenous community; thus cooking and eating 
together with the locals (Mander & Tauli- Corpuz 
2006: 137). This initiative, alongside the idea of 
selling handicrafts and guiding guests throughout their 
stay, according to York, gives the locals the benefit of 
directly influencing what happens in their own 
environment, granting them control and greater 
comfort with the situation. 
 
1.2. Analysis of Travel Guides 
This sub-chapter is an analysis of various web pages 
and books. Some offer travel destinations to Maya 
area, others only describe them. 
The web-page “Cultura Yucatán Travel” is an 
introduction to the tourist attractions in Yucatán. As 
the reader browses through the pages on the menu, the 
words ‘colourful’ and ‘magic’ are very common 
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adjectives. The layout of the page looks professional, 
with flash interfaces where you can browse through 
bright pictures of the nature and cities. Despite the 
layout being easy on the eyes, there are several 
spelling errors, and some pages are not translated to 
English. The receivers are clearly wealthy tourists 
planning a vacation. At every promotion of natural 
and archaeological sites, there is always a mention of 
added technology and accommodations to ensure 
comfort for tourists. The web page tries to sell a 
vacation by promoting all the beautiful, archaeological 
sites that will give the tourists a great experience, 
tasting an old and alien civilization. 
Although the point of Yucatán being a tourist 
destination is to see the leftovers of the ancient Maya 
civilisation, the current Maya population is barely 
mentioned. If they are mentioned at all, they are 
described as being hospitable, accepting the tourists 
with open arms. 
The web page is aware of the perception of 
Southern/Mesoamerica as being violent, and brings in 
three articles from American newspapers that portray 
the advertised tourist area as peaceful and non-violent, 
free from drug wars and ghetto environments. 
Maximum security, comfort and availability are 
promoted endlessly to guarantee a perfect vacation for 
possible customers. One of the pages on the menu are 
travel options from different travel companies. 
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A Danish travel book called ”Top 10, Weekend i 
Cancún og Yucatan, Mexico” (2009) gives an 
overview of the top sightseeing in Guatemala, one of 
them being the ruins from the Maya civilization. Much 
like the website this travel book is more about 
beaches, restaurants and five star hotels. However 
there is a chapter about the city Chichén Itzá 
explaining historical events from the city and where to 
go as a tourist, when visiting the city for the fist time. 
In this chapter there is a part called top 10 sightseeing 
in Chichén Itzá and number one is called light- and 
sound show. This show is made for the tourists to visit 
the city during the evening and then spend a night at 
one of the hotels close to Chichén Itzá. The rest of the 
sightseeing at the top 10 are different historical objects 
or places, but it is clear to the reader that the most 
important thing when travelling to Chichén Itzá 
according to this particular book, is to see the light- 
and sound show. Just as the website Cultura Yucatán 
Travel focuses on Maya people as a tourist magnet, so 
does this book. The only information from this chapter 
says that the reader will find great restaurants in a 
little town called Pisté not far from the ruins at 
Chichén Itzá (Rider 2009: 22). Once again, Maya 
civilization is used to promote other tourist attractions 
such as restaurants. 
”Guatemala” by Lonely Planet (2004) and ”Turen går 
til Guatemala” by Ole Loumann (2002) are two 
different kinds of travel books, both with other views 
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on tourism in Guatemala. The travel book by Lonely 
Planet is all about tourist information when travelling 
to Guatemala. Different from the book ”Top 10, 
Weekend i Cancún og Yucatan, Mexico” is, that this 
book contains lots of pages with historical information 
about the different Maya societies, how to cross the 
border and how everything is today in some of the 
cities. There is a chapter telling the traveller where to 
eat and where to sleep but what is different in this 
book is that Guatemala is not promoted with white 
beaches, great restaurants and a quick visit to see the 
light- and sound show. ”Turen går til Guatemala” is 
part of a travel guide including lots of books 
describing different destinations. A lot like 
”Guatemala”, this book includes important 
information regarding the Maya people. Although, 
when being a travel guide it is obvious that the point 
of this book is for people who want to travel to the 
different destinations. The travel book does not use 
words as ‘colourful’ and ‘magic’ when describing the 
attractions in Copán and Tikal. Beaches, hotels and 
restaurants are all parts of the guide but Maya 
civilization is incorporated in almost every chapter. 
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1.3. Tourism in Chichén Itzá 
 
1.3.1. Tourism ‘Wars’  in Chichén Itzá 
Chichén Itzá used to be one of the most important 
cities in the Classic Era. In 2007 it was declared one 
of the ‘7 New World Wonders’, a commercial 
campaign launched by a Swiss-Canadian entrepreneur. 
UNESCO had already declared Chichén Itzá World 
Heritage in 1988. Nevertheless, the Mexican state and 
the Mexican tourism agencies supported the campaign 
because of the estimated effect it would have on 
tourism; that it could potentially be doubled from 
2007 (the year the campaign was launched) until 5 
years later, the year of 2012 (Terra Actualidad; 
18.05.201). The growing number of tourism could be 
partly explained with the increasing interest in the 
Maya calendar which is claimed to end in 2012. 
Chapter 4 will present the Maya calendar systems in 
depth. 
The director of the Mexican tourism consulate 
(Consejo de Promoción Turística de México) F. Lopéz 
claims that Mexico has the capacity to receive more 
tourists; that this is not going to have a negative effect 
on the place, and that they are going to make an effort 
to renovate the place in order to be ready for more 
tourists to arrive (Terra Actualidad; 18.05.2012). 
Due to the excavations in the 1920s it was turned into 
an archaeological site, but did not attract a greater 
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amount of tourists until the early 1960s. Since then the 
amount of tourist in Yucatán area has increased 
significantly because Cuba is no longer an available 
tourist destination for USA citizens due to political 
changes. However, politicians and government 
agencies of Yucatán did not consider tourism 
important and therefore did not make any strategic 
plan to handle it.This led to economic and later 
ideological conflicts about the usage of Chichén Itzá.  
The National Institute of Anthropology and History 
(INAH) hired Maya park wardens to the historical 
sites, settling them and their families inside the 
archaeological zone. Besides selling tickets to Chichén 
Itzá, the park wardens also sold stamps, food, 
beverages, guide books and souvenirs. At the same 
time a group of Maya vendors started to sell products 
in the same zone but without permission from the state 
government. Castañeda refers to this act as an invasion 
and to the conflict as tourism wars (Tourism Wars; 
30.04.2012). There have been three invasions of the 
archaeological sites by the vendors. On one hand it 
was a way to press the state government to give them 
the same economic rights as they gave to the INAH 
employees, on the other hand they could get a bigger 
number of customers. 
Chichén Itzá was a tool for the government 
propaganda to generate primordial sentiments of 
national identity: the heritage as a symbol of the 
Mexican culture (Castañeda refers to Geertz H.I. 
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2009: 278). The vendors’ bold attitude was ‘non grata’ 
for the government´s official propaganda that aimed to 
create a national identity and a romantic image of 
‘traditional México’ and the Maya. Therefore the 
vendors got prohibited from the zone and were 
depicted negatively. 
The Maya vendors did not question the state’s 
ownership of the archaeological territories; indeed 
they send petitions to get permission of usage from the 
state. The conflict between vendors and the state 
government/INAH wardens was primarily about 
different economic interests. Castañeda points out that 
Maya identity played no role in the struggles of the 
vendors. 
On the lines of the third invasion in 2004 a radically 
new policy started about the “property ownership, 
cultural entitlements and use rights” (Castañeda H.I. 
2009: 283). The Maya vendors began to claim their 
rights to the usage of Chichén Itzá in the name of 
‘Maya heritage’. As we can see, the Pizté Maya use 
their Maya identity in quite a strategical way. 
The question of ownership is especially complicated 
in the Mexican case. According to the law, the land in 
which there is a heritage can be owned by the state, 
the community or by private owners (there are other 
options but they are not relevant in our case). 
However, the artefacts (e.g. pyramids) always belong 
to the state. The land of Chichén Itzá was the property 
of the Barbacheno family who were pioneers in the 
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tourist sector, founding Hotel Mayaland and Hacienda 
Chichén in the 1940s. At the beginning they 
cooperated with the vendors but due to a new state law 
in 2001 they began their “own privatisation 
initiatives” (Castañeda H.I. 2009: 286) and closed the 
main entrance to Chichén Itzá for other tourist than 
clients of Hotel Mayaland. This act was motivational 
to the vendors’ new rhetoric about claiming ownership 
over the ‘Maya heritage’. However, it must be noted 
that Maya identity is used to empower the government 
to expropriate Chichén Itzá. The vendors’ goal is not 
by any means an “anti-capitalist, anti-state indigenous 
take-over of their Maya heritage” (Castañeda H.I. 
2009: 292). It is quite the opposite: they cooperate 
with the government to serve their own economic 
interests. 
The propaganda for expropriation ended with a 
surprising announcement by a member of the 
Barbacheno family who uncovered that the family had 
donated their lands to the INAH a long time ago. 
 
1.3.2. Equinox Festival 
Every 21st of March, there is a spring equinox festival 
in Chichén Itzá. This one-day event has become a key 
income for locals as it attracts 30.000-60.000 visitors 
each time. The equinox festival was actually invented 
in 1974 based on a popular book by Luis Arochi about 
the interplay of light in the pyramid (Castañeda H.I. 
2009: 267). The Mexican state has been sponsoring it 
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since 1984. There is a page about the supposedly 
traditional Maya festival at each semi-annual equinox 
on “Mexicolesstraveled” (26.04.2012). It describes the 
pyramid of Chichén Itzá and how the sun at every 
equinox hits the pyramid with a ray of sunlight which 
lights up the snake carved into the stone steps. The 
architecture is portrayed as an endless wonder; the 
Maya’s knowledge on astronomy as incredible and 
mysterious which everyone in the world is amazed by. 
The author introduces briefly to the ancient Maya 
society, e.g. that they were mathematicians and 
organised their lives after astronomic events. S/he 
claims that many people from different demographics, 
including ancestors of the Maya, still visit the temple 
during the equinox to celebrate what was once an 
important ritual in Maya society. The article is 
constantly hinting at an undiscovered secret of Maya 
knowledge which seems to invite people to travel and 
discover what has been hidden for centuries. The 
secret is hinted to be the answer to why a civilization 
that had not even invented the wheel could be able to 
construct a pyramid of such size and geographical 
position. The article implies that there is something 
very important about the figurative sunlight, hitting 
the steps of the pyramid, lighting up the snake carved 
in stone. This mystery of the ancient Maya and their 
mythology seems to be what the article tries to sell to 
tourists hungry for adventure. The article then delves 
more into an explanation of spring and fall equinox, 
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and how this plays together with the pyramid. At last, 
there is a paragraph concerning opening hours and 
good advice to visitors. 
 
1.3.3. Handicraft and Souvenirs in Chichén Itzá 
In this special case study we will study how the non-
Maya´s image of the Maya influences the souvenir 
market in Chichén Itzá. 
Chichén Itzá was not a traditional handicraft city until 
the mid-1970s because the Spanish colonisers 
persecuted all forms of non-Christian religious rituals. 
Representing Maya gods in handicraft was seen as 
idolatry and ensued in execution. No traditions of 
aesthetic production of the Pre-Colombian cultural 
forms or contents have survived the Christian 
persecution and the Caste War in the late 19th century. 
At least not any that would have any influence on the 
cultural production of Yucatán today. 
The handicraft of Chichén Itzá was founded by 
Vincent Chablé, a resident of Pisté and employee of 
the INAH who worked as a park warden at the 
archaeological and tourist sites. He “began to carve 
soapstones and soft wood (...) into representations of 
Pre-Colombian gods”  (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 134), 
copying the statuary in Chichén and paintings of the 
seated gods in Pre-Colombian codices such as the 
Madrid or Dresden Codex (the latter ones were 
popular decorations in the restaurants from the 1970s). 
Chablé´s interest was purely commercial: he wanted to 
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earn money by selling his products to the tourists. This 
invented tradition of handicraft is documented all 
around the world as “an expected dynamic of local, 
Indigenous and community engagement with tourism” 
(Castañeda A.A. 2009: 134). This tradition, which has 
been developed by the later generations, is a unique 
creation which does not resemble any other Maya 
handicraft traditions. Since 1999 it has been 
designated as arte maya pisteño (“Pizté Maya art’). 
However, it was disparaged by the Pizté community 
for being a false representation, a hoax that is neither 
Pre-Colombian nor stands for the contemporary Maya 
culture or society. The production is neither a 
continuity in the cultural traditions nor has a 
meaningful function in terms of aesthetics. Even the 
Maya Protestants from the nearby Xocempich 
community refused to create wood carving because it 
is supposed to bear a meaning which is idolatry. 
As we can already conclude, arte maya pisteño rather 
reflects the taste and identity of the tourists consuming 
artisanry than it reflects the identity of the 
contemporary Maya. The invented tradition of Pizté is 
a response to the Western consumerism shaped by the 
idea of ‘Otherness’. It is actually “ethnography of the 
Western romanticised vision of Maya culture and 
Mexico” (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 135) and therefore 
these products can be categorised as kitch (Castañeda 
A.A. 2009:147). By buying souvenirs the tourists buy 
their own experiences and not the ones of the Maya. 
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This kitch principle is another reason this invented 
indigenous art is modern art (Castañeda A. A. 
2009:147). We will introduce some of the 
contemporary Maya art trends in chapter 3. 
Archaeologists and art critics who are aware of that 
the products of Pizté Maya artisans are not traditional, 
often perceive it as ‘false and corrupted Maya culture’ 
for being modern and the artisans are therefore 
“unworthy, cultureless, de-cultured, inauthentic, non-
Mayan Maya” (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 137). 
 
The first generation Pizté artisans were men living on 
federal land grants, constrained to few wage labour 
opportunities and having little or no education. Due to 
their economic situation they saw a good opportunity 
in selling handicraft to tourists. They often spent their 
incomes on alcohol and were infamous for their 
violent behaviour and public intoxication. They were 
called chac mooleros after one of the famous figures 
they carved, Chac Mool. 
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Castañeda on the other hand assumes that the 
nickname originates from the misnomer of the statue 
by a French archaeologist who found a red painted 
paw (chac mool) and then used it as a (provocative) 
name for the whole statue. In this way the Maya 
community refers to the manipulation of the tourist 
based on false Western conceptions of the Maya and 
on the lack of knowledge about the contemporary 
Maya culture (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 137). 
At the beginning different state and federal agencies 
were systematically fighting against the Pizté artisans 
for invading archaeological sites in order to sell their 
products to tourists (see further above in the chapter) . 
The chac mooleros were stigmatised as de-cultured 
and unruly until the mid-1980s. This campaign still 
continues tacitly in terms of social status and in 
manipulation of market value of the handicraft. The 
art and anthropology world, as it says above, still 
“uses subtle mechanism of disparagement, 
delegitimisation and exclusion” (Castañeda A.A. 
2009: 137). The artisans do not receive any subsidies, 
marketing support or inducement as other rural 
communities because they are not ‘poor or Indian 
enough’. Their works are not in accordance with the 
different federal and state agencies’ ‘hybridisation’ 
projects. In these projects popular, folk and 
Indigenous handicrafts are subsidised in order to 
create a concept of ‘traditional México’ that can be 
sold in the tourist market and can generate a modern 
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national identity. 
Nonetheless Pizté handicraft has slowly entered in 
several handicraft competitions held by the 
government and it got gradually validated and 
legitimised by some Yucatán state agencies such as 
Culturas Populares, the State Directive of Artisanry, 
and the INAH and also by the locals. Chac mooleros 
even received the recognition of state director of the 
Yucatán office of INAH in the mid-1980s who 
claimed that the chac mooleros should call themselves 
artesanos (artisans) which is a prestigious label in the 
Mexican society regardless the aesthetic- ‘artistic’ 
value of the products or the cultural identity they 
represent. According to Castañeda, his anthropological 
project was the reason the community recognised the 
Pizté artisans. Through his project several artisans 
exhibited their works in the Durant Art Institute in 
USA. It also encouraged many of them to participate 
in state handicraft competitions and handicrafts expos 
in Mexico. Moreover “it facilitated self- concepts 
from artisans to artists” (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 138). 
However, many artists still get refused by numerous 
Mexican galleries and museums because they do not 
fit into any particular category (neither modern nor 
traditional ‘enough’). 
At the same time the high consumer demand in 
Chichén Itzá led to mass production of pieces of lower 
aesthetic- technical quality which were thereby 
cheaper as well. Therefore products of higher 
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(cultural, economic and aesthetics) quality have 
difficulties with competing in the market. Most of the 
great Maya artists are forced to sell mass produced 
products to tourists and only create sophisticated 
artworks if they get a special request from collectors 
or for their own creative-artistic expression. The 
demand for mechanical reproduction motivates 
artisans to imitate ‘best-sellers’ through silicon 
molding and faux stones. The most popular products 
are the Dios de Maíz (god of maize) and Ixchel 
(godess of medicine and fertility). The conservative 
demand punishes the original artists whose products 
are of too high quality and ‘too creative’. 
However, the Pizté Maya art “has never developed 
folk aesthetic that might be considered as diagnostic 
or (stereo) typical of 'traditional' or 'folk' handicraft” 
(Castañeda A.A. 2009: 145). While most of the Maya 
handicrafts of other communities take their inspiration 
from the art of the Classic Maya civilisation, the Pizté 
Maya art rather belongs to the ‘civilizational art’ 
whose aesthetics are based on ‘elite’ and ‘high 
culture’. Due to its aesthetics, styles and consumer 
ideologies, the Pizté Maya art has never completely 
been ‘folk’, ‘popular’, pop, ‘traditional’, ‘primitive’ or 
primitivist, it rather hybridises these motives. It 
actually opposes to the folk style contents, simplicity 
and representation. Artisans would only create these 
kinds of products as side activity to the ‘real’ and 
‘authentic’ work. To take an example, other 
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communities who are engaged in tourism generally 
stick to naturalistic-realistic/naive realistic contents 
and styles and carve well-known animals such as deer 
or cats but never snakes while snake is a key element 
in the Pizté handicraft, often with aggressive features. 
Products of folk art, even wild animal or demon 
figures, are never frightening. Instead, they are meant 
to be adorable and fuzzy because they have to fit in 
the romantic image of indigenous people who live in 
harmony with nature, bearing positive traditional 
values, denying modernity and capitalism. Folk style 
can be recognised by its smooth, balanced lines and 
minimalistic details while Pizté handicraft is quite 
baroque and the figures are generally aggressive (see 
more in Chapter 3). 
 
1.4. Impact of Tourism on Maya Identity 
York claims that ”Exposure to consumer culture 
makes locals regard themselves for the first time as 
'poor' (Mander & Tauli- Corpuz 2006: 134). This 
corresponds with theories posed by  philosopher and 
economist Adam Smith who states that society mirrors 
‘selves’ and ‘selves’ mirror society (Burkitt 2008: 10). 
Tourism could, in connection to the above mentioned 
statements, cause the locals to change their perception 
of themselves as they are introduced to tourists and 
influenced by their views. This also follows the belief 
that, according to professor and psychologist Gergen 
“...selves have become increasingly populated with the 
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character of others” (Burkitt 2008: 164); meaning that 
the Maya and the tourists alike incorporate fractions of 
each other and thereby form new senses of selves. In 
order to strengthen this line of argumentation it is 
interesting to look at Jacque Lacan’s concept of 
‘gaze’. It is the way to look at each other intensely, 
while being aware of the fact that one is being viewed 
as well, thereby making it a relationship and not 
simply an act being performed (Sturken and 
Cartwright 2009: 94). Furthermore, Louis Althusser 
talks about the concept of ‘interpellation’ (Althusser 
1970, 20.05.2012). This means that, in our case, when 
the tourists reflect upon the Maya as ‘poor’ and the 
Maya respond to that reflection, they can develop an 
image of themselves as being ‘poor’. 
The above mentioned theory can be supported by 
Greenblatt’s study of Mandeville’s medieval travel 
guide. Both the famous traveler and his travels to the 
Middle East turned out to be invented. Despite of it, 
many later travelers who followed Mandeville’s 
descriptions claimed to have seen the phenomena 
mentioned in the book. This can be explained by the 
dynamics of gaze and interpellation. The travelers saw 
everything through the filter of Mandeville, and this 
gaze and interpellation had an effect on the Middle-
Eastern population who, to a certain extent, became 
the images they had been interpelled (Greenblatt 
1991). 
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To sum up, this chapter shows how the tourist 
agencies and the Maya themselves depict the Maya 
culture as ‘mysterious’, ‘magical’ and ‘exotic’ in order 
to attract tourists. The different forms of tourism have 
different impacts. While mainstream tourism can be 
very destructive both to the nature and the community, 
ecotourism is harmful on a lower scale and guest 
house/ home stay tourism is the most sustainable 
because it is controlled by the Maya. The 
representations of Maya from the outside have an 
influence on how they perceive themselves which can 
be theorised with the concepts of gaze and 
interpellation. 
 
2. Maya Understanding Today: Politics and 
Indigenous Rights 
This chapter aims to give the reader an insight to the 
indigenous rights and the Maya identity. There are 
several factors that influence the Maya´s situation 
today, the colonial heritage, globalization and political 
suppression. Firstly the social order after the Spanish 
conquest is described, followed by a description of 
human-rights violations and massacres of the 
indigenous in Guatemala. It is then explained how 
globalization has an effect on Maya identity and how 
the Maya react to that. Finally, the indigenous identity 
and struggle for self-determination is discussed. 
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2.1 The Social Order after the Spanish Conquest 
According to the definition by Victor Montejo in 
“Maya Intellectual Renaissance” (2005), the Spanish 
conquerors that were in the pursuit of new land and 
resources enslaved the local, indigenous population as 
well as African people that were shipped over to the 
so-called ‘New World’ for slavery. The Europeans 
discovered and conquered large parts of the Americas. 
The slaves were labouring in the mines or on the land 
for the conquerors, the lords, so that these could 
accumulate wealth. The label ‘indio’ was used for the 
first time by Columbus in 1492. He thought he had 
arrived at the Indies and thus labelled the local 
population accordingly. During the colonial period, 
the label ‘indio’ came to develop a more derogatory 
meaning with the connotation of being „lazy, dirty, 
opposed to progress, and, in sum, an inferior person“ 
(Montejo 2005: 2). Since the colonialism the term has 
come to have a pejorative meaning namely „naked, 
wild and vicious“ (Montejo 2005: 2). 
According to Montejo, at the time of the Spanish 
colonialism in the ‘New World’ the so-called 
gachupinos (Spanish-born Spaniards) were on the very 
top of the hierarchy that formed society. They were 
followed by criollos (Spaniards born in the New 
World). Further down was located the so-called 
Ladino or mestizo population (mixed race; Spanish 
and African, or Indigenous and Spanish). If the people 
were of African descent, they were called mulattos. 
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As far as the Maya descendants were concerned, if the 
mother was raped by a Spaniard then often the child 
was brought up as an indigenous, learning the culture 
and language of his or her mother. But when the child 
was not a consequence of rape but was born within a 
relationship between a Maya and a Spaniard and both 
parents agreed, the situation was quite different. Then 
the child was mostly brought up learning the Spanish 
cultural values and language. The problem was, 
according to Montejo, that they were never able to 
‘climb’ the social ladder because of the fixed social 
categories they were born into. A Ladino could, per 
definition, never be worth as much as a ‘real’ Spaniard 
even though he or she spoke Spanish and acted 
accordingly. This is how many Ladinos came to serve 
the Spanish-born elite and their interests. Finally, the 
indigenous population or the ‘indios’, as they were 
labelled, were located at the very bottom of this cast 
society (Montejo 2005: 2). 
 
2.2 Massacres in Guatemala and the Violation of 
Human Rights 
The Guatemalan government in the 1980’s provoked 
genocide of Maya in which more than 250,000 people 
were killed, 45,000 disappeared and 1,050,000 were 
forced to move. Neither the guerrillas nor the military 
respected the neutrality of different communities 
causing approximately 667 massacres and leveled 443 
villages to the ground. Although both the left-wing 
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guerrillas and the right-wing brigades violated the 
human rights through tortures and massacres (of the 
civil), 80% of the horrors were exterminated by the 
military. During the presidency of Efraín Ríos Montt 
more than 60,000 civilians were killed. Most of them 
were unarmed Maya. (Science and Human Rights 
Center; 15.05.2012) Montejo states that the genocide, 
the legacy of segregation and prejudice towards 
indigenous people remain the main issue (Montejo 
2005: 187). 
The problem is, furthermore, that Maya demands are 
not taken seriously and dismissed or categorized as 
dangerous or radical. This, on the other hand, has led 
to a politicalisation of some Maya. The important 
point that Montejo stresses here is that it is not 
originally the Maya who are politicalised or radical 
but that they have been used by various groups to 
serve various discourses and interests (Montejo 2005: 
175). Paraphrasing Van Cott, he also mentions the 
United Nations Declaration of Human Rights and that 
the indigenous people have seen it as ‘essential’ in 
demanding their rights (Montejo 2005: 174). 
 
The graph below illustrates how many violations of 
the human rights as well as acts of violence the state 
and the army are responsible for in Guatemala from 
1962-1996.  
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(Guatemala Graphics; 01.05.2012) 
 
It is interesting that in such a hard period the Maya 
actually developed an identity which is based on the 
acceptance of diversity, aiming for a mutual 
Guatemalan nationhood. Instead of turning against the 
non-Maya due to the massacres, the Panmaya 
movement reaches for anyone who supports them, 
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regardless to race or class. It promotes heterogeneity 
and equality. The new discourse, based on the new 
constitution in 1985, talks about Villages and Rights 
(Pueblos y Derechos). Its program consists of the 
acknowledgement of Maya rights, ethnic pluralism 
and the right to determine authority over their lands. It 
refuses the discrimination from the Ladinos’ side 
(García 2005:40-41). 
 
2.3 Impacts of Globalisation on the Maya Identity 
In the following it will be described how globalisation 
has an impact on Maya identity through instances such 
as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, 
and the government. 
The World Bank and International Monetary Fund’s 
(IMF) impact on indigenous economies is explained 
by Tauli-Corpuz from the Indigenous Peoples’ 
International Centre for Policy research and Education 
in the book “Paradigm Wars” (2006). Forces from 
outside, such as globalisation and its consequences for 
the indigenous people are discussed. In the specific 
case of the Maya, Tauli-Corpuz gives an example 
where she explains that in 1982, the IMF and the 
World Bank were involved in the massacre of an 
entire Guatemalan Maya village called Rio Negro 
(Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 49). According to Tauli-Corpuz, 
the bank was granting the loan that was needed in 
order to be able to construct a hydroelectric dam and 
in this way was involved in the process of destruction 
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of land. The villagers refused to move away from their 
land and as a consequence, around 400 Maya were 
massacred by the Guatemalan army (Tauli-Corpuz 
2006: 49). She stresses the importance of the Maya 
being self-determined and argues that forces such as 
the World Bank, the IMF and the government are 
playing negative roles that ought to be understood and 
responded to by the indigenous (Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 
52). Furthermore, she illustrates in her article that the 
largest impact on indigenous people comes from the 
“violation/undermining of ancestral land rights” 
(Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 54). 
This also corresponds with the position held by Maya 
Professor Victor Montejo, who writes that it is the 
struggle for self-determination that has been and still 
is the most important cause for the Maya. Montejo 
also stresses the impact of local Maya leaders that are 
unknown and not literate or intellectual and that these 
people’s work for the revitalization of Maya culture 
by teaching young Maya about their history and 
culture plays an important role for keeping up the 
indigenous traditions (Montejo 2005: xvii). Montejo is 
afraid of losing the future generations of Maya to the 
technological world as he puts it: “each year they are 
becoming more and more entranced by electronic 
games” (Montejo 2005: 188). He refers to the past and 
reminds the reader about the colonial genocide 
(Montejo 2005: 184) by which he means the conquest 
of the indigenous lands by the new settlers, as 
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explained in the beginning of this chapter. This 
original genocide was then repeated in the 1970’s and 
1980’s, as in the already mentioned example with the 
IMF. He furthermore states that it is a pity how many 
Guatemalans or more specific ‘Ladinos of the cities’ 
as he refers to them, do not know how bad the 
genocide really was for the indigenous population 
(Montejo 2005: 187). 
 
2.4 Political Rights and (Re)actions 
Montejo draws attention on false representations and 
misuse of the Maya identity in politics. First of all, a 
Maya is not necessarily revolutionist; it is not part of 
the Mayanism, quite the opposite: many Maya are 
actually afraid of soldiers, no matter if they are official 
or guerrilla ones. Montejo refuses the Marxist 
interpretation of the Maya’s fight as well. According 
to the Marxist understanding, the Maya are in false 
consciousness and are just opposed to the changes 
happening to them. Montejo rather sees them as 
conscious (active) agents (Montejo 2002: 377-379). 
Criticism and consciousness are actually important 
elements in his writings. Here we would also like to 
mention Cojtí Cuxil’s critic about Marxism in the 
Maya context, who finds it irrelevant to discuss class 
struggles when the focus is on race and ethnicity 
(Cojtí Cuxil 1997: 11-12). Additionally, according to 
the re-conceptualised ideas in Pan-Mayanism, even 
race is a smaller issue because poor Ladinos 
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participate in the fight as well. This heterogeneity fits 
very well in the Pan-Mayanist ideology. 
Montejo underlines that the left wing actually denies 
heterogeneity and aims for unification therefore albeit 
the left wing misuse the Maya in their campaigns and 
they do not really care about the diversity represented 
by the Maya. At the same time the right wing groups 
relate the Maya to the left in order to have an excuse 
for not respecting the human rights in the Maya´s 
case. As Montejo puts it:  
“The process of cultural representation is seen in the 
camps, where Maya are engaged in a constant struggle 
to make themselves visible in a world that works to 
dehumanize them and erase them from public view. 
Their struggles, which sometimes result in division 
and conflict, are exploited by those, both Maya and 
non-Maya who wish to gain political advantage from 
their turmoil. Here my efforts as a Maya scholar are 
strongly directed toward the revitalization of Maya 
cultures, and this revitalization transcends much of the 
divisive fallout of living under difficult conditions” 
(Montejo 2002: 14). 
The German-Guatemalan newspaper Fijate, which is a 
newspaper supportive of indigenous rights in 
Guatemala, published two interviews where the 
political situation in Guatemala is critically analyzed 
and discussed with special focus on indigenous rights. 
In one of the interwiev from 2008, Guatemalan 
sociologist and lawyer Carlos Guzmán Böckler is 
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asked about the situation of the Maya movement in 
Guatemala. Before, he is introduced as a Marxist and 
intellectual who takes into account the racism of 
contemporary Guatemalan society when analyzing it. 
He has been criticized for that, by the right-wing in 
Guatemala and at the same time, he was also heavily 
criticized by the left-wing for taking into account the 
demands of the indigenous population as an important 
question in the national discourse at all. He speaks 
about the situation of the Maya movement in 
Guatemala and claims that they do not have much 
influence on the political arena at all even though the 
Maya in the countryside are said to have supported the 
current president Alvaro Colom in his successful 
election. According to Böckler, there is only one 
Maya representative in the Guatemalan cabinet. He 
furthermore states that the Maya are not really 
represented in the left-wing guerrilla party URNG (in 
English: Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity) 
anymore. As a reason for that he says that they do not 
want to be reminded about the civil war which was 
very violent especially for the indigenous population. 
He is sceptical about the term Maya movement itself 
because in his opinion, the movement is too scattered 
and there is no real unity because there are many small 
groups that do not cooperate enough to be united 
properly. He points towards the risk of corruption and 
abuse of these groups and individuals by the 
government. 
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Böckler by the end of the interview states that the 
hegemony of the USA is the main reason why 
indigenous people are being suppressed at all and that 
this is the reason why attempts of indigenous protest 
and demands of political rights are being counteracted 
so severely. (Fijate; 07.05.2012) 
 
A concrete example of indigenous protest is the mega-
project called Plan Puebla Panama (PPP). It is being 
actively opposed by the indigenous people and will 
therefore be briefly explained in the following section. 
In 2001 the Mexican President Vicente Fox proposed 
a 10$ billion project together with, among others, the 
Interamerican Development Bank (IDB). It includes 
all the seven Mesoamerican countries and includes 
projects like tourism promotion but also focuses on 
energy interconnection and telecommunication 
development. (Mander & Tauli- Corpuz 2006: 163) 
According to the International Forum on 
Globalisation, the ultimate goal is to improve the 
market access of these countries and to sell more 
electricity, mainly to the USA. In order to realize this 
project, it is proposed to build dams at the Usamacinta 
River on the border between Mexico and Guatemala, 
which, as Tauli-Corpuz states, will threaten Maya 
communities and in addition to that jeopardise the 
ancient architectonic sites in their area. Even though 
the project has not been stopped by the indigenous 
people’s protests it has forced the Mexican 
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government to somewhat redesign the plan (Mander & 
Tauli- Corpuz 2006: 165). The protest surrounding the 
plan serves as an example that Tauli-Corpuz’ request 
for the indigenous people to respond to the destruction 
of their lands is taking place for instance in the border-
region between Mexico and Guatemala. 
 
2.5 Self-determination, Identity and Activism 
The right to self-determination may be one of the most 
important battles for indigenous people. To some it 
nearly becomes the essence of human rights to be able 
to have influence on life and surroundings. To the 
authorities, on the contrary, self-determination of 
indigenous people performs a threat to existing power 
structures. It is therefore fought against and argued not 
to be a human right (Montejo 2005: 174). 
A supportive argument for indigenous self-
determination as a human right is found in the book 
“Native Power, The Quest for Autonomy and 
Nationhood of Indigenous Peoples” (1985). The 
authors state that: “The nation state’s overall strategy 
steers the argument away from recognizing self-
determination in its various forms and negotiating the 
conditions for this recognition to the actual negotiation 
of self-determination itself” (Brøsted et al. 1985: 7). 
By diverting the negotiations, the government denies 
the Maya the opportunity to use their knowledge in 
order to live self-determined and to achieve inclusion 
into the society which is excluding them based on 
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racial stereotypes. Thus Montejo states: “I want to 
speak for self-determination as the right of indigenous 
people to freely express themselves by using their 
knowledge systems and cultural values [...] The end 
result of codifying indigenous values and knowledge 
systems is to be shared with the entire national 
community in an effort to develop a more inclusive 
educational system.” (Montejo 2005: 174-175). 
If such solutions are to be implemented in the 
Guatemalan society one may want to take into account 
the concept of ‘primordial loyalties’ as discussed by 
Clifford Geertz. He speaks of attachment to a certain 
language or a certain religion, a certain family, a 
certain place to live, a certain way to dress or look, 
and says that primordial loyalty is the way that these 
factors are sensed by the subject, in other words, they 
are fundamental in forming the subject’s reality. 
Geertz argues that the definition of European 
nationalism that has deeply influenced many countries 
outside Europe, does not often exist in the countries 
own vocabulary. Therefore, the reality is different in 
places that have not been influenced by the European 
mindset. 
Geertz speaks in this connection of ‘culturally 
differentiated Guatemalans’ the interesting point is 
that when given an essential affinity; automatically, 
this affinity will also be a disaffinity for others. This 
differentiation then, is part of the reason why ethnic 
conflict arises. He argues that the primordial loyalties 
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are better than nationalism because they relativise the 
border of the nation-state and thus protect from 
‘radical biologization’ or racism (Primordial loyalties 
1994). Thus Geertz argues for a disintegration of 
internal borders and promotes the idea of a 
cooperative and integrated society while Montejos 
argumentation implies the idea of a unified 
Guatemalan nationhood. To Geertz, a part of 
collective identity claims are the ideals of gaining 
recognition and autonomy. This ideal corresponds 
with Montejo’s statement that it is a major goal to 
“liberate the minds of all Guatemalan children from 
the established stereotypes and cartoon images of 
indigenous people on which the racist discrimination 
and the unequal social relationships between Maya 
and non-Maya are based. It is, then, important to take 
Maya knowledge seriously and use it to enhance the 
richness and diversity of the Guatemalan nation” 
(Montejo 2005: 175). Montejo wants the non-Maya 
population to recognise the value of Maya culture and 
reach out in an attempt to create a common 
nationhood that encompasses all the diversity of 
Guatemalan people. Most importantly, Montejo 
stresses that it is up to the people themselves to create 
this change, since they cannot rely on the government 
to take measures towards creating the needed 
dialogue. Thus, Montejo argues from a Panmayanist 
perspective. 
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One of the obvious ways to preserve and promote a 
culture without taking necessarily a political statement 
is to cultivate its language. In 1945 the First 
Convention of Indigenous Professors in Coba, 
Guatemala (Primera Convención de Maestros 
Indígenas de Guatemala en Cobán) was held and 
Adrián Inés Chávez presented a new alphabetic 
system for the Quiché (one of the Maya languages) 
which made it possible to create a standard written 
alphabet for all the different Maya languages. Chévaz 
is known as the ‘father of Mayanism’ because he was 
the first one to realise the importance of language to 
reinforce the Maya identity and to empower their 
political movement. Cultivating native languages is an 
intelligent and diplomatic tool to fight for their rights: 
it is neutral and it belongs neither to any left nor to 
any right wing movement. It also questions the 
concept of ‘national culture’ which the government 
claims as their monopoly, in order to suppress the 
Maya´s rights and culture. Moreover it is a good 
investment as the benefits of cultivating a language is 
generally long-lasting and it helps different Maya 
ethnicities to cooperate with each other. 
It is the urban Ladinos that primarily are identified 
with the so-called national culture. Part of cultivating 
the Maya languages as a political program was to 
hermeneutically analyse texts and reinterpret them 
from the Maya´s point of view (García 2005:38). 
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In a different interview in the German-Guatemalan 
newspaper Fijate, the author of the book “El 
movimiento Maya en la década despues de la paz 
1997-2007” (The Maya movement in the decade after 
the peace 1997-2007), Santiago Bastos, is asked the 
question whether resistance to suppression in his 
opinion is the only way of maintaining Maya identity. 
Bastos claims that the most characteristic of the Maya 
as indigenous people and as an ethnic group is their 
adaptability and simultaneously their ability to stay 
themselves. He mentions the communitarian spirit and 
explains that the protest used to be passive but has 
become more and more politically active and in that 
way a public issue that manifests itself in protest, e.g 
against projects that effect Maya communities, such as 
the before-mentioned Plan Puebla Panama (PPP). He 
is furthermore asked what kind of ideological or 
philosophical direction he would say that the Maya 
movement identifies itself with and the answer he 
gives is that it is the idea of a united Maya people with 
a collective history and culture. He then clarifies that 
this is different from the idea of nationhood because it 
comes from a more fundamental demand for human 
rights and that it is a demand that is based on the right 
to speaking a certain language, following a certain 
kind of education and culture. He credits the Maya 
movement for becoming more independent and for 
recognising that their demands are not necessarily 
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dependent on the guerrilla movement or on other 
authorities such as the United Nations or the church. 
He heavily criticises the Guatemalan government by 
arguing that their politics of multiculturalism is 
cosmetic only and that the government is trying to 
cover up the fact that the society is structured around 
inequality due to the country’s history. The way that 
this manifests in society, he argues, is through 
violence from the authorities and through militarism. 
He furthermore problematises that the indigenous 
movements have to deal with not only forces such as 
the government but more significantly with 
transnational corporations and their interests which are 
seldom being regulated by the government. As a 
positive outcome of this problematics though, he 
points out the fact that the Interamerican Court was 
recently telling the Guatemalan state to respect the 
indigenous rights and he points towards the possible 
chances that lie in the increasing solidarity with the 
indigenous peoples. Simultaneously with the 
globalization of the market, he claims, the 
international solidarity increases also. He states, 
though, that it is important to stay realistic as to 
whether this is going to influence the state apparatus 
or the transnational corporations. He concludes that 
the political and cultural development within the Maya 
discourse leaves room for new developments, and that 
it is up to the indigenous people to make the 
connection between fighting for their rights, fighting 
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against racism and discrimination, and relating to the 
society by organising protests and exercising political 
pressure. 
 
2.6 Essentialism 
Essentialism radically differs from the prevailing 
concept in cultural history which is social 
constructivism. According to the latter, our identity 
and personality is exclusively formed by the social 
impacts we face throughout our lives. 
On the contrary, one of the important elements within 
Maya self-representation is the strategic essentialism 
(esentialismo estratégico) or as Víctor Montejo puts it, 
national essentialism, to “be proud of being 
Mayans…and…understand why Native cultures are 
distinct and unique on this earth” (Montejo 1998: 
213). This states that there are core elements of the 
dynamic Maya identity that survive despite of the 
historical changes and accommodating influences of 
other cultures. Such features are the notion of soul, 
cosmology, numeral system, calendar, beliefs, and the 
language. This concept of identity is “a powerful 
rejection of the Ladino definition of Maya as the 
negative or weaker other” (Warren 2003: 78). 
Essentialism actually corresponds to the Maya concept 
of astrology where everyone gets a personal mission 
when they are born. In other words there is a core 
personality/mission which is contingent regardless to 
the exterior world. 
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On the other hand, the anthropologist Kay B.Warren 
argues that the conception of identity is changing over 
time because Maya change their relations towards 
history: sometimes they reject their roots, other times 
they are proud of them. It often depends on the 
political-economical and cultural situation: “A collage 
of conflicting meanings simultaneously advanced by 
different actors in social systems. In this process-
oriented formulation, ethnicity becomes the practice, 
representation, negotiation, resistance, and 
appropriation of identity for all parties” (Warren 2003: 
72). 
 
The historian Arturo Taracena also criticises 
essentialism. For him it is a logistic step to create the 
concept of a protonationalist identity which actually 
jumps over the period of the X-XV century and 
identifies with a utopian version of the Classical 
period of pyramids, hieroglyphic and the calendar. 
This romantic vision simply ignores some part of the 
history instead of trying to give an explanation to it. 
By this, suppression of the Maya culture is understood 
as a historical construction of some determined period 
but never as destiny (García 2005: 41).  
 
2.7 The Significance of Land 
Owning a land is cardinal for the Maya community. 
Their economy is classically based on agriculture but 
even more importantly, they have a spiritual relation 
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to the earth. Walt Rostow (World Issues201; 
15.04.2012) describes 5 stages of economic 
development. In this, agricultural (“traditional”) 
societies stand on the lowest stage and societies with 
High Mass Consumption stand on the highest stage. 
This indicates a hierarchy where the 1st world 
countries are ranked at the highest developed level 
possible, and in this way serve as an example that all 
societies on other stages should aim for. It ignores 
particular needs and demands of other societies. 
Instead of acknowledging heterogeneity it enforces 
homogeneity. Today´s capitalist and consumerist 
discourses are based on this hierarchical concept. 
Because their lands were taken, the Maya are pressed 
to work in factories in order to survive in capitalism. 
They can not produce their own food so they have no 
other choice than to become part of the capitalist 
society (La Palabra Maya 2011). As Ronaldo Lec 
Ajcot from the Latin American Permaculture Institute 
ironically states, it is the natural richness of the land 
that makes them poor because it has led to exploration 
both by the colonialists and the multinational 
corporations. Impoverishment is artificially provoked 
and maintained (La Palabra Maya 2011). 
Since 1994 there has been a revolutionary political 
movement in Chiapas, Mexico which is called 
Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN). It 
consists of rural indigenous people as well as non-
indigenous. It is important to bear in mind that the 
 57
EZLN does not represent the interests of all 
indigenous people but rather takes a distinct 
ideological position influenced by Maya beliefs and 
values. This ideology is called Zapatismo. Their main 
concern is the struggle for autonomy and control over 
what the EZLN claim as indigenous land. They have 
achieved to take some of the region under control and 
there they have established their own health care, 
education and communication system (La Palabra 
Maya 2011). 
As Pedro Uc Be from the Maya Labour Collective in 
Yucatán says, declaring autonomy is not possible until 
the Maya villages are able to produce enough to 
sustain themselves (La Palabra Maya 2011). “In 
capitalism we don´t see future for our rights as 
indigenous villages”. (Guillermo May Correa, Maya 
Peninsula Forum, Palabra Maya 2011, own 
translation) 
It is cardinal to emphasise that Maya villages do not 
aim to produce more than needed. Sustainability is a 
key concept, well-being is more important than 
economic growth. (Juan Rojas, La Palabra Maya 
2011). The Maya want to take care of the earth and 
preserve it to later generations instead of exploiting it 
(Sebastiana Pul Soy, Centre Chilam Balam for Maya 
Spirituality and Medicine, Guatemala; La Palabra 
Maya 2011). In their cosmovision humans search for 
harmony with each other, nature and the cosmos. They 
believe in cooperation instead of competence which is 
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prevailed in capitalism. (Juan Rojas, La Palabra Maya 
2011). 
Dialogue is a main principle in the Maya traditions. 
Humans dialogue with nature e.g. when they gather 
fruit they ask the nature for permission and tell it what 
they are going to use the fruit for. The land is the base 
for their spirituality and identity. The earth embodies 
the feminine energy; it is often depicted as a 
grandmother. “Mother Earth” therefore is not merely a 
property that can be bought and sold. 
“For us not have money is not the end of the world but 
have no land- that is exactly the end of our life. 
Because we live together with the land” (Victor Cal, 
Main Master in education, Tumul Kín, Belize, La 
Palabra Maya 2011). 
Dialogue plays a great role in the political fights as 
well; therefore political actions are often followed by 
ceremonies. In the Maya cosmovision everyone has a 
role, a mission and therefore has the right to have a 
place in the universe. Every being is interconnected 
and sacred (Juan Rojas, La Palabra Maya 2011). This 
interconnection and dialogue correspond both to 
Panmayanism and essentialism. 
Around the end of 2012 a new cycle starts in the Maya 
calendar, the so-called 13th Bak´tun. A bak´tun lasts 
for around 400 years and a new bak´tun has meant a 
significant change in the Maya history. According to 
their cosmovision, ‘Father Sun’, ‘Mother Moon’ and 
the feminine energy of the earth reinforces in the new 
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cycle. This reinforces the Maya villages in their fights 
for their rights were women have an important role 
due to their connection to ‘Mother Earth’. They also 
become more conscious about their identities as the 
new cycle also means returning to the ancestors and 
the ancient knowledge. As Juana Batzibal Tujal, from 
the National Maya Convergence Waqib´ Kej, 
Guatemala remarks: despite all the threats the Maya 
receive they will continue their fights till the end 
because they have a clear consciousness (La Palabra 
Maya 2011). 
 
2.8 Conclusion 
The government seems unwilling to recognise the 
Maya demands for self-determination and their right 
to land. Mega projects such as the Plan Puebla 
Panama was enforced on the local population without 
taking into account the existential devastation it would 
cause to the Maya. The state does not recognise the 
Maya as a positive value for the society and therefore 
continues to suppress them and continues to regard 
them as inferior to other members of the society. 
Despite the seemingly impossible task of achieving 
equality within e.g the Guatemalan society, the Maya 
have become increasingly active on their own behalf, 
both in the political and cultural spectrum. It is 
significant to remember that due to their cosmovision 
the Maya support hybridity and cooperation both in 
regards to their immediate surroundings such as nature 
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and community and more distant instances. The latter 
includes both national and international authorities, 
organizations and communities. However the Maya 
approaches differ; there are also movements against 
the state and international corporations. 
By standing up for themselves the Maya change their 
image and to a certain extent their identity. This is 
because they want to be recognised by the outside 
world as indigenous and at the same time achieve 
acceptance of their distinct cultural heritage. Their 
struggle for self-determination has thus become an 
essential part of their identity. 
 
3. Maya Identities in Contemporary Art 
Castañeda underlines that “there are dramatically 
different categories and constructions of identity and 
sentiments of being Maya” despite of the generalised 
and simplified academic works which are, ironically, 
the most influential (Castañeda A.A. 2009: 149). Just 
in the Yucatán peninsula each subregion has its own 
“social, economic, political, cultural and socio-ethnic 
histories and social constructions of identity” 
(Castañeda A.A. 2009: 149). Thus this chapter will 
introduce to different forms of art in specific regions 
instead of giving a general picture of “contemporary 
Maya art”. The art forms we choose to present are: 
literature, visual arts, music and dance-theatre. 
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3.1. Literature 
 
3.1.1. Blossoming Maya Contemporary Literature 
in Guatemala 
This sub-chapter is based on Claudia García´s book, 
“Literatura Testimonial Testimonial Indígena en 
Guatemala (1987-2001): Víctor Montejo y Humberto 
Ak´abal” (2005). 
A great change started in the Maya literature at the 
end of 1980s. Under the highest point of the 
Guatemalan civil war many writers (‘The Writers of 
the War’ - ‘Los Ecritores de la Guerra’) chose to exile. 
Staying in Guatemala would have meant collaboration 
with the government. One of the writers, Méndez 
Vides, who belonged to the younger generation, 
decided to return at the end of 1980s. His role became 
to re-articulate from the inside what was happening. 
Through this process he supported some important 
literary figures such as Humberto Ak´abal and 
convinced other emigrant writers like Marco Antonio 
Flores and Mario Roberto Morales to return. 
In 1988 the first Congress of Central American 
Writers (Congreso de Escritores Centroamericanos) 
was held which also made numerous artists return to 
Guatemala. The congress gave possibility for 
collaboration between different nations and 
generations. At the beginning of 1990s the first 
International Congress of Central American Writers 
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(Congresos Internacionales de Literatura 
Centroamericana (CILCA) ) took place in Nicaragua. 
It was a medium to introduce Central American 
literature to European critics. The congresses later 
often took place in Europe. 
The Guatemalan Maya literature was blossoming in 
the 1990s: the Maya Writers Association (Asociación 
de Escritores) and The Maya Language Academy 
(Academia de Lenguas Mayas) were founded. Book 
sellers had great success and a dynamic cultural life 
has started. The counter movement against the 
celebration of the 500 years anniversary of Columbus´ 
‘discovery’ in 1992 brought attention on the 
Indigenous cultures all around the world which 
thereby became very popular.  
 
3.1.2. Maya Testimonies in Guatemalan Literature 
This sub-chapter is also based on Claudia García´s 
book, “Literatura Testimonial Testimonial Indígena en 
Guatemala (1987-2001): Víctor Montejo y Humberto 
Ak´abal” (2005). 
In this sub-chapter we will explain about the Maya 
self- representation through literature, focusing on 
testimonies. In this genre the narrator is rather an 
agent than a representative of the collective memory 
and identity (Yúdice 1991: 17).  
Studying these testimonies it is important to be aware 
of what Claudia García calls as hegemonic language 
assistant or lector hegemónico (García 2005: 51). By 
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this she refers to those non-Maya (generally American 
or European) language assistants who do not speak the 
Maya language and who often use their power to 
misinterpret or downplay the authors and thereby 
positioning them in the role of the poor (savage) 
'Indian' who can not be taken as serious threat for the 
political status quo. 
The first Maya testimonial that became popular was 
“My Name is Rigoberta Menchu and I Was Born With 
A Conscience” (“Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así 
me nació la conciencia” (1983), ) by Rigoberta 
Menchú. She writes about the horrors of civil war and 
the oppression of the Maya. She uses traditional 
narrative, meaning a pretty zigzagging plot. By this 
technique draws the attention on the differences 
between the Maya and the non- Maya. 
The other (in)famous testimony is written by Ignacio 
Bizarro Ujpán who is a Ladino therefore has a non-
revolutionary, anti-traditionial approach. As Sexton 
points it out, Bizarro Ujpán has a good reputation in 
the United States because he contributes to the status 
quo (García 2005: 28). According to Marc 
Zimmerman (Zimmerman 1991: 40), Rigoberta 
represents the ‘potential consciousness’ of the Maya 
but due to her poor language and lack of broader 
overview she is not ready to intermediate for the Maya 
in their development. On the other hand Ignacio 
represents the ‘real consciousness’ by understanding 
(and adapting) the exterior point of view therefore he 
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is able to become a role model for the Maya and 
should transfer the changes in the culture: “ [Ignacio] 
seems to best represent the more individualized, 
ladinoized Indians integrated in relatively privileged 
ways into the national system” (Zimmerman 1991: 
39). As we can see Ignacio has better possibilities to 
manipulate due to his good Spanish skills while those 
who do not own the dominant language struggle in 
their representations. Castellasation (adapting Spanish 
language) is a tool for an unbalanced, one way 
communication: it enables the non- Maya to get to 
know the Maya better but it does not work the other 
way around. 
In contrast with Ignacio´s extra- Maya approach, 
Ernestina Sarania´s “El ladino me jodió” (“The Ladino 
fucked with me”- own translation) draws upon the 
same line as Rigoberta. Discrimination and 
anthropological ignorance are her focus and she 
composes it in a blurred genre of fiction, ethnographic 
narrative and testimony, including dialogues and 
description of daily life and ceremonies. For the 
uncertainty between reality and fiction her testimony 
never really became popular. 
One of the most influential testimony writers is Víctor 
Montejo who, by being part of the intellectual camp 
and writing in English, is also internationally 
acknowledged. Coming from a Maya background but 
being educated according to Western norms he 
represents both the insider and the one in exile thus 
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heterogeneity is a key ingredient in his works. He uses 
the so-called thick description technique (Geertz) 
meaning that he describes and interprets all the time 
playing the role of an anthropologist and a literal 
critic. With Geertz´s words: “sorting out the structures 
of signification…and determining their social ground 
and import…What the ethnographer is in fact faced 
with…is a multiplicity of complex conceptual 
structures, many of them superimposed upon or 
knotted into one another, which are at once strange, 
irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive 
somehow first to grasp and then to render” (Geertz 
1973: 9-10) Montejo´s aim with his testimonial is to 
mediate the Maya culture to the West and to help the 
Maya to maintain the collective Maya memories. 
Another aim is to fight against false representations 
and misuse of the Maya identity especially in politics. 
Montejo is often criticised for having a too intellectual 
and Western-oriented approach. However it has to be 
admitted that he still approaches the Maya culture 
from a sensitive and open-minded perspective. 
Humberto Ak´abal is one of the most popular 
contemporary Maya poets. While Montejo is 
politically active, Ak´abal refuses any kind of political 
role. He won the most prestigious Guatemalan prize 
for literature, named after Asturias, (El Premio 
Nacional de Literatura Miguel Angel Asturias) in 
2003 but he did not accept it because he disagrees 
with the way Asturias described indigenous people 
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(albeit he admires the literary work of Asturias). 
Having lived in exile, his narrative is also dominated 
by heterogeneity and contradiction. This is what he 
makes the founding stones of his testimonial, “Gritos 
en la Sombra” (“Shouts in the Shadow” -own 
translation). In this work he also expands the 
testimonial genre, including e.g tales and balancing 
between fiction and autobiography. He uses traditional 
Maya subjects such as tales, animists, mythical and 
folkloric elements. He also plays with his position 
within the community where ‘I’ and ‘we’ are 
interchangeable. There are 14 different narratives due 
to the double/multiple discourse situations were 
different voices tell about the same situation. The plot 
is non-dialectic, zigzagging and the angles are 
asymmetric. However, Ak´abal´s language is quite 
clear because his role is to be able to introduce and 
explain the Maya world to the non- Maya and hereby 
to create cultural capital (Bourdieu). 
Ak´abal´s whole work is based on juxtapositions. He 
delimitates the time and spaces of the texts. There are 
three main areas which he travels between: village- 
city, home- abroad and tradition-modernity 
(childhood-present). These travels serve to see the 
personal/social-communal sphere in a global context 
and be able to evaluate it. He often symbolises this 
phenomenon with the image of a market because that 
is a space where the centre and the periphery meet and 
interact. Sometimes there is a tension between the 
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lived culture (cultura vivida) - meaning a community 
which the individual is an organic part of – and the 
imagined culture (cultura imaginada) which the 
individual will always remain stranger to (Kalimán 
1995: 95). He describes this uncomfortable situation 
where the Indigenous person is present but not seen 
just as if he/she were imaginary. By this he points 
ironically out the ignorant arrogance of the non- 
Indigenous people towards the Indigenous and the 
stereotypes which are created about the Maya. 
What primarily makes his work heterogeneous is that 
there is a continuum in his identity during these 
travels. This continuum is what he attempts to find 
through auto- comprehension in order to establish a 
Maya identity. In one of his poems he uses the mother 
image because in the Maya tradition women 
symbolise the survival of collective wisdom, 
memories and traditions. 
Ak´abal was criticised by the Ladino intellectual 
Mario Roberto Morales (Morales 1998: 44-45 ) for 
building up an image of an “authentic” Maya poet but 
being just a tourist attraction in reality. John Beverly 
(Beverly 1998: 19) accused Morales for being typical 
Ladino bourgeois who envies the success of someone 
in a lower social position. 
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3.2. Visual Arts 
 
3.2.1. Visual Arts in Chichén Itzá 
Before we present the artist in Chichén Itzá we will 
explain the issue of Maya identity in Chichén Itzá, 
especially for the artists and artisans. 
In opposition to traditional dresses, corn farming and 
food, there is no particular ‘Maya wood carving 
tradition’. Thus by carving wood the artisans do not 
by any means reproduce their (Maya) identities. They 
happen to be wood-carvers and Maya and not because 
they are Maya. The practice of wood carving is not 
motivated by ethnic, cultural or social identification; it 
serves merely economic purposes and partly personal 
satisfaction for engaging in aesthetic work. Hence, as 
it is discussed in Chapter 1, the real issue is not how 
the Maya artisans construct their identity through 
handicraft but how handicrafts mirror the iconic and 
symbolic ‘Maya identity’ created by non-Maya 
(Castañeda, A.A : 2009: 135- 136). 
As Castañeda emphasises, there is a ‘fetish of identity’ 
among anthropologists when studying non- Western 
art. They are convinced that the artists construct their 
cultural identity by making art. This implicates the 
Eurocentric differentiation between ‘high culture’ and 
‘low culture’ (Geertz). We do not assume generally 
that e.g. Monet was constructing his Frenchness 
through painting or that a French person constructs his 
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Frenchness less by delivering mails or working for an 
international company. Wood-carving for a Maya is 
not more a manifestation of his/her cultural identity 
than delivering mails. It does, however, have a 
meaning in terms of individual identity because by 
carving wood the producers are recognised as artisans 
by the community and thereby also by themselves. On 
the other hand, artist strongly identify with their 
wood-carving activities. They differ from artisans due 
to their originality and unique skills. They belong to 
the third generation of artisans.(Castañeda, A.A : 
2009: 135- 136) 
There are other economic occupations that are indeed 
deeply connected to cultural identity e.g. traditional 
agriculture, bee-keeping, cooking Yucatec food, 
dancing Yucatec-style for tourists, being an 
archaeologist or working for the INAH (even as a 
warden) at an archaeological site. On the contrary 
other occupations such as being a taxi driver are 
associated with Western modernity and therefore can 
lead to confrontation between the drivers´ modern and 
traditional identity. 
All in all Maya do not create or develop their Maya 
identity by practising art(isanry). They are satisfied 
with being a Maya or mayero (speaker of a Maya 
language) in a community where this self-
identification is accepted even if they do not express it 
in a way that fits into the anthropologists’ 
romanticised idea of Maya identity. 
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As it says in Chapter 1, the Maya handicraft market is 
strongly depended on tourists and their conservative 
aesthetics that requires mass production. While 
artisans who sell commercial products belong to the 
(upper-) middle class, artists have very delicate 
economic situation. To give an example, artists in the 
beginning of the 1990s often worked with fresh, 
unpainted wood. Castañeda explained to them that 
tourists search for dark and heavy wood because it 
seems more expensive and gives an impression of 
guarding old history. In the Maya artists’ opinion this 
is a quite naïve and ignorant way of thinking, so they 
rather hold on to their own aesthetics than earn money 
on fake antique wood-carvings (Catañeda, A.A 
2009:140-141). 
Pisté art is “a completely original aesthetic in the re-
interpretation of the ancient Maya arts” (Ah Dzib 
P'izté' 1999). The artist revolution can be dated to 
1993 when the experimental works of the third 
generation artisans emerged. Gilberto Yam Tun was 
the pioneer of this new wave by mixing synthetic paint 
with tar from street pavement, creating the so-called 
acabado (=finished) technique. He also experiments 
with giving modern and individual forms of the Maya 
concept of the world. During one of his art periods he 
was exploring the heterogeneous manifestations of 
life-force. In Maya traditions life-force is a single, 
essential principal that is manifested in different 
beings such as humans, animals, stars and 
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cosmological entities which are thereby 
interconnected. In these works he investigated the 
supernatural worlds and cosmological forces in deity-
like figures and animal co-spirits or totems. His 
subjects are often related to death-birth, astronomy, 
time and sacrifice. 
Beside of Gilberto, the most influential Pizté artists 
are: José Leon Tuz Kituc (Loro), Jorge Pool Cauich 
(Box), Wilberth Serrano Mex and Juan Gutierrez. 
Gutierrez is not native, but has been living in Pizté for 
more than 20 years. He started as a painter and got 
introduced to the Maya art by painting decorations for 
restaurants. He is most known for his experiments 
with batik technique. 
The tablet in the appendix compares the differences 
between the works of Pizté artisans and artists. It is 
based on “Aesthetics and Ambivalence of Maya 
Modernity” (2009) by Castañeda. The artist are also 
called ‘Ah Dzib P'izté' ‘ which means Pizté writers. 
Traditionally, writing, carving, painting and inscribing 
were interdependent. Writing was a creative activity 
and the ancient Maya associated the artist-scribe with 
sacred power, keeping the history and esoteric 
knowledge (Ah Dzib P'izté' 1999). 
 
(See appendix) 
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3.2.2. Visual Arts by the Lake Atitlan, Guatemala 
 
While Pizté artist re-interpret and experiment with 
Maya (art) traditions, Tz´utuhil artist by the Lake 
Atitlan represent traditional Maya expression forms. 
The most important Tz´utuhil painters are: Matías 
Gonzales Chavajay, Juan Fermin Gonzalez, Mariano 
Gonzalez Chavajay , Lorenzo Gonzalez Chavajay, 
Paula Nicho Cumes, Diego Isaias Hernandez and the 
Chavajay brothers: Pedro Rafael Gonzáles and Mario 
Gonzales. 
The paintings are very colourful and generally include 
a lot of figures and details, they are busy and in this 
sense “baroque” but also a bit art nouveau/art deco 
due to the decorative details (these are conclusions by 
the author of this chapter). It has become popular to 
take a perspective from a view of bird, which was 
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introduced by Juan Fermin Gonzalez. Most of the 
paintings portray the every day life and traditions of 
the Maya, including traditions that they do not 
necessarily practise any more but they know about e.g. 
mask dance, making tortillas or Shamans curing 
bones. 
At least that is what their official home page 
(Artemaya 2012; 08.05.2012) claims which is 
supposedly run by an art organisation in San 
Francisco. Unfortunately no further information can 
be found about the ones in charge of mediating 
Tz´utuhil art to the rest of the world. What we get to 
know through an interview (Artemaya; 08.05.2012) is 
that the head of the home page domain is an American 
who has organised 25 exhibitions for the Tz´utuhil 
artists so far and (s)he helps the artist to sell their 
works. We will refer to him/her as ‘the manager' from 
now on. In the interview the manager emphasises that 
the artists have never been affected by Occidental art 
and most of them learnt to paint auto-didactic. The 
sponsor stresses that the artists paint traditional 
subjects in traditional style and (s)he is against 
sending the painters to art schools because examples 
have shown that it ruins their unique styles. UNESCO 
published a book about the painters with the title “Arte 
Naif, Guatemala” which can be a great possibility for 
the artists to get acknowledged. On the other hand it 
also reconfirms the Western stereotypes of the Maya 
as being nice, ‘cute’, peaceful, nature-loving, spiritual 
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and traditional. It is interesting that the manager 
accentuates the comical elements in the Tz´utuhil art 
and immediately draws attention on the artists´ 
(American-) friendly and humorous personality if they 
actually choose apocalyptic or political (anti- 
American and anti Guatemalan) subjects. 
Even if the manager has the best intentions towards 
the artists, a protectionist gesture can be noted in the 
interview. (S)he tells that artists who chose to go on 
their own way without his/her support could not 
succeed and that (s)he is very happy when they 'return' 
because (s)he can be certain that they can manage 
what they want. The same attitude is present on the 
same homepage in the description of one of the art 
agency´s project. One of the most famous Tz´utuhil 
painter Pedro Rafael Gonzalez Chavajay visited the 
United States in 1998 to promote his art and to fund 
raise money to provide the poor children with pencils 
in the bi-lingual school he was teaching. The fund 
raising was successful and they took a photo of the 
happy children with their new pencils. This act was 
then commented in a quite controversial and slightly 
provocative way: “The photographs say a great deal 
about the difference between schools in the United 
States and Guatemala. When given a gift of three 
pencils for each student, what school in the United 
States would bring all the children into the school yard 
to be photographed with their pencils? What grade 
school students in the United States would be thrilled 
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to be photographed with their new pencils? These 
photographs are truly worth a thousand words” 
(Artemaya 08.05.2012). 
The different representations of Maya contemporary 
visual arts will be discussed together with the other 
forms of art at the end of this chapter. 
 
3.3. Music and Theatre in Guatemala 
 
3.3.1. Sobrevivencia 
Sobrevivencia is a Mam Maya music band from 
western Guatemala. The group was formed in 1998 
and at the beginning made songs only in Mam then 
also on other Maya languages such as Achí and 
Kaqchikel. Many of their songs are written in Spanish 
and they have recently started to perform songs in 
English too. At the time the group was founded, there 
were no other music groups singing in any Maya 
language, especially not in Mam. 
Their possibilities are limited in the market due to the 
Maya lyrics but their goal is much more ideological. 
They would like to raise awareness on the problems in 
the society such as pollution and racism in order to 
learn from the mistakes and not repeat them again. 
The name of the band means survival because they 
believe that life is a constant battle. 
The band represents multiculturalism and promotes 
openness and tolerance. The group itself consist of 
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diverse ethnicities, including Afro descendant and 
mestizos which is in accordance with the Panmayanist 
open-mindedness. Cultural syncretism appears in their 
art as well: one of their peculiarities is that they 
synthesise traditional Maya music with Guatemalan 
and Occidental pop and rock. This fusion does not 
only interpret the Maya but also the Occidental music 
in a new way. The musicians compare themselves to 
maize because it can be used in very varied ways too. 
It should be noted that according to the creation 
mythology, Maya were created from maize. 
By using popular or even ‘fashionable’ music genres 
they reach to the youth who are otherwise often 
ashamed of their Maya roots. This has been a 
prevailed attitude since the colonisation. Beside of the 
concerts, Sobrevivencia organises cultural and sport 
events for the youth. The message of the artists is 
based on the Maya cosmovision: humans are only a 
small part of the universe and they have to seek (the 
universal) harmony between each other. The main 
aspirations should be towards freedom, balance and 
integration rather than exclusively depending on one 
ideology. Within the group they aim both to create a 
feeling of unity while respecting individuality (El 
Guanche 09.05. 2012). 
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3.3.2. School of Cosmovision Hip Hop 
A group of musicians founded a school called Casa 
Ahau in San Pedro La Laguna, one of the most 
impoverished areas in Guatemala. Dr. Sativo, Mc Che, 
Mc Tzutu and Jimmy Cárdenas stand behind this 
project which aims to promote Tz´utuhil language and 
Maya culture in general. Their teaching methods are 
quite unconventional: children are taught to rap in 
Tz´utuhil and to do break dancing. Through break 
dancing children learn to use their bodies in different 
ways. Rapping serves to conserve the language but 
also to realize its potentials for self-expression. As 
David Mercel (Casa Ahau 2012) points out, the Maya 
has been oppressed for over 500 years which means 
that forms of self-expression have been prohibited e.g. 
some ceremonies were banned until 1996. The school 
attempts to overcome the self-discrimination that lies 
deep in the Maya. According to Mc Tzutu (Casa Ahau 
2012) art is a tool to change people’s thinking and 
allows them to develop themselves in different ways. 
Many of the students come from the streets. Through 
artistic production they can face the challenges in their 
lives and it empowers them to achieve their future 
goals e.g. becoming a doctor. 
The group of musicians has recently started a tour 
with their new music production ‘Ya cayó el 20’. 
Most of the songs are inspired by the Popul Vuh 
which they have been studying for 5 hours a day. The 
tour is supposed to promote the Maya culture and 
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history and raise awareness of the ancient knowledge 
and of the Maya roots which have been repressed in 
the last 500 years. Music is a faster way to spread this 
message, especially because hip hop is very popular 
among all generations. Mc Tzutu admits (YT 
Interview 10.05.2012) that hip hop has a bad 
reputation for being associated with criminality but 
they also try to break these stereotypes. They actually 
do not play regular hip hop but a fusion of hip hop and 
traditional Maya music which they call ‘cosmovision 
hip hop’ on their homepage (Cosmovision Hiphop; 
19.05.2012). Mc Tzutu is the only rapper who raps in 
Maya languages, mainly in Tz´u tuhil but also 
Kaqchikel and Quiché. By using these languages they 
become more acceptable and legitimate. He even 
dedicates a song to the Tz´utuhil language itself, as 
part of the identity together with the ancient culture 
which should be protected and appreciated.  
 
3.3.3. Grupo Sotz´il 
Grupo Sotz´il is a Kaqchikel dance theatre group that 
investigates and promotes the pre-Colombian music 
and dance. Sotz´il means ‘bat’ which is a sacred and 
totemic animal for the Kaqchikel Maya, because 
according to the mythologies it brought the fire to 
them. The group combines theatre with dance and 
acrobatic which is a quite modern form of expression 
in the theatre world according to the theatre expert 
Magaly Letona (Documetal S & S 2012). 
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Since its founding in 2001, Grupo Sotz´il has not only 
been present in the national scene but has participated 
in several international art festivals, among others in 
Paris in 2008 and in Norway in 2010. Beside of their 
performances they participate in different conferences 
about the Maya cosmovision and calendar. Moreover 
in their cultural centre, Sotz´il Jay, they organise 
cultural, sport, spiritual, scientific and social activities, 
especially for the youth. 
The group is a civil, non-profit, non-political, non- 
religious organization. While its focus is on the 
maintenance of the Kaqchikel culture it also assist the 
cultural-artistic development inside and outside of 
Guatemala, establishing an inter-cultural dialogue. 
They therefore cooperate with the local community, 
particularly with women, youth and children, the 
Guatemalan society and with international 
communities. 
During their investigations about the Kaqchikel 
traditions they often talked with the elderly who 
helped them to recollect the Maya stories. The 
reconnection between different generations is an 
important part of their message. Grupo Sotz´il has 
recollected all the old stories and often performs very 
profound and rarely known ones. They represent their 
culture in depth unlike e.g. the National Folkloric 
Ballet which presents the Kaqchikel superficially and 
without spirituality (Magaly Letone, Documental S & 
S 2012). As the philosopher-sociologist Marcelo 
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Colussi states (Documental S & S 2012) the Maya are 
often represented as ´poor´/ ´little Maya´ (‘mayita’) 
and this racist discourse is more present in Guatemala 
than anywhere else. 
To prove the opposite, Grupo Sotz´il encourages the 
community through theatre performances to take part 
of the processes of the society. They raise awareness 
of issues such as racism, discrimination, occupation 
and environmental problems. This representation of 
‘the Maya village’ contributes to the re-identification 
of both the performers and the audience and thereby 
help them to re-occupate their place as active agents in 
the society (Gilberto Guarcax, Documental S & S 
2012). Art, mainly music, is an efficient tool to spread 
this message. “Arts are spaces for transformation and 
social change” (GrupoSotzil 10.05.2012, own 
translation). The group believes that the study of old 
stories, traditions and histories help to understand their 
roots and origin and the reason they are in the world. 
If they realize their mission, interests and goals, they 
can contribute to the society, creating a symbiotic 
relationship. As already mentioned in the previous 
chapters, being born with a mission is a key concept in 
the Maya calendar and self- understanding. Animal 
characters are important in the performances because 
they are seen as the ‘elder siblings of humans’, 
showing through dance how humans used to be and 
thereby help the self-realisation. 
Not only animals but nature is also important in their 
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plays. They mention e.g. the forests and lakes as one 
of their great inspirations. They identify with the 
maize when they use the metaphor of “contributing 
their corn grain to the reconstruction of cultural 
exchange” (GrupoSotzil 10.05.2012). Animals, maize 
and nature in general are bearers of the Maya 
cosmovision. Grupo Sotz´il dedicates symbolic 
significance to their instruments as well. To give an 
example, one of the instruments has two holes, one of 
them is to control the voice, the other one is to remain 
silent. The interaction between these dualities is what 
forms our utterances and our lives as well. Lisandro 
Guarcax González even came up with a mathematical 
- IT analogy in which 0 stands for silence and 1 stands 
for the voice which is remarkable on account of the 
famous Maya mathematical tradition. Furthermore, 
Lisandro noted that “everything is born from 
simplicity” (Documental S & S 2012). 
The group has founded a school for theatre and dance 
for youth in Solóla. The children learn about their 
culture and traditions in an entertaining way. They are 
motivated to attend the rehearsals because each of 
them has an important and irreplaceable role in the 
play. It builds a strong feeling of community where 
the children help each other if someone loses his/her 
motivation. The acknowledgement of the community 
after the performances makes them proud and this 
success confirms them to continue their work and 
maintain their young kindle instead of ending up in the 
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streets. They learn to become more responsible and to 
take initiatives. At the same time, as one of the 
students remarks, young people have the opportunity 
to enjoy their childhood through art and play, which 
otherwise can easily disappear due to all the 
challenges they have to face in the society (Una gota 
de danza por la vida 2009; 18.05.12). 
Despite of the recognition of the community, the work 
of Grupo Sotz´il is apparently confronted with other 
interests. In 2010 one of the members of Grupo 
Sotz´il, Lisandro Guarcax González, was kidnapped 
and murdered. The community organised a memorial 
event for the artist where beside of Grupo Sotz´il, 
Sobrevivencia and MC Tzutu performed among others 
and the Norwegian ambassador gave a speech to credit 
Lisandro. The event was important because it proved 
that despite of the physical loss, the message Lisandro 
and Grupo Sotz´il have communicated can not be 
taken away from the community (Documental S & S; 
18.05.2012). 
  
3.4. Conclusion 
We have analysed different Maya representations in 
numerous regions and through various forms of art. 
However, cosmovision can be found in all of the 
named art movements. Panmayanism is also common, 
meaning that the artist groups are very open towards 
other cultures, both Maya and non- Maya and are 
linked to their local community (sometimes even 
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national state), no matter whether the population is 
partly not of a native origin. The art groups all 
investigate the ancient traditions, either for aesthetic 
or more ideological – psychological reasons. The 
latter one can be connected to essentialism, the belief 
of a continuum in the Maya identity through history. 
The groups actualise and re-interpret their Maya 
cultural heritage either in a naïve way – like the 
Tz´utuhil painters portraying everyday life in 
contemporary Maya villages- or by combining the 
cultural heritage with modern/non-Maya artistic 
expression forms e.g. rap, Mexican kitch calendar or 
Occidental literature. Most of the artist movements 
openly promote the Maya identity through their work, 
but we should not take it for granted that a Maya artist 
must construct his/her Mayanism through art. To take 
an example, the Ah Dzib P'izté' artists rather use the 
ancient Maya arts as source of inspiration and often 
work with completely individual inventions. 
Although many contemporary Maya artists are 
acknowledged in the local and international scene, 
non-Maya mediators such as language assistants or art 
managers often represent the artists in a despicable 
way as being poor, dependent and naïve. 
 
4. History Today 
According to Montejo the most important factor for 
having a foundation for self-representation and 
identity is to reconstruct the present by using the 
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dominant features of the past and thereby creating the 
future. It is most important to uphold the essential 
features of their culture, such as Maya language and 
respecting the elders (Montejo in Hirschbach 2007: 
145). 
Most crucial for having a feeling of a common origin 
and an upright of ethnic identity is to be engaged in 
the familiar creation myth, history and the past 
(Hirschbach 2007: 145). This engagement with the 
history serves to strengthen their identity through a 
new interpretation and regaining their history. The 
books which could be related to, among others, are the 
Chilam B’alam and Popol Vuh. As a part of forming 
their identity, the Maya’s old, Spanish names are 
replaced by old/new, Maya names (Hirschbach 2007: 
146).  
This chapter will focus on Maya history, and how it is 
still relevant for the Maya of today. This chapter starts 
out with the Maya spirituality because it influences all 
the other areas. This theme consists of cosmovision, 
religion, maize, sacrifice, calendar system and ball 
game. Afterwards the paper introduces to war and 
trade, as the forms Maya have had contact with other 
societies. Finally, different forms of art such as 
pyramids, pottery and hieroglyphs will be presented.  
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4.1. Cosmovision 
As we could see it in the previous chapters e.g. in the 
Panmayanist movement or the artistic projects, the 
Maya cosmovision is very adaptable to the changing 
circumstances. It is capable to absorb and synthesise 
new ideas with old ones. The Maya see this as its great 
value (Freidel, Schele and Parker 1999: 34). It is a 
synthesis of Pre-Colombian, European (Judea-
Christian) and partly African elements. Most of the 
Maya communities live isolated from each other. 
Since each of them experience different influences, 
each of them have a particular cosmovision. Healers 
e.g. have to operate according to the local 
cosmovision and rituals. However, all varieties derive 
from the same Pre-Colombian belief system which is 
based on the eschatological vision of human and 
cosmos, the balance of oppositions, a dualist 
supernatural world, cyclical perception of time and 
stoicism about human conditions( Marie-Odile Marion 
1984: 208). As many contemporary Maya put it: “We 
all have sprung from the same world tree”  (Freidel, 
Schele y Parker 1999: 38).  
According to van der Wiel, „the Maya Cosmos is one 
that puts the earth, and the humans on them, in the 
middle of everything“ (Van der Wiel: 25.04.2012). 
More exactly this means that the Maya see the 
Universe as consisting of three parts. The centre is our 
world, where the humans live. There is the underworld 
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and the overworld, where gods live – they worship a 
wide range of deities that are said to have existed 
before the humans started to inhabit the world 
and these gods are extremely important to the Maya. 
Furthermore, the humans were created in order to 
„worship these very same gods“ (Van der Wiel; 
25.04.2012). 
The world had four directions and in the middle was 
the world tree, sometimes portrayed as a winged 
serpent. The Milky Way was interpreted as this 
serpent, which at the beginning of the world rose to 
separate ground from sky. This image is repeated 
when the Maya’s sow their crops, by making 
sacrifices in each corner and the middle of the field 
(Nielsen 2000: 37). Rituals like these had roots in 
shamanistic tradition. By sacrificing to the gods the 
people would gain protection and stability, and 
prevent the world from plunging into chaos. This is 
also why many pyramids are placed in accordance to 
the position of the stars in the sky, to replicate the 
events that occurred at the beginning of the world 
(Nielsen 2000: 165). 
 
4.2. Religion 
The contemporary Maya still show a great respect to 
the natural forces, even though many of them do not 
necessarily see these forces as deities. However, 
elements of the nature are often anthropomorphised 
like ‘(Grand)mother Earth’, ‘Mother Moon’ or ‘Father 
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Sun’ (La Palabra Maya 2011; 18.05.2012). As written 
in Chapter 2, this personal relation to the natural 
forces empowers the Maya in their fights for self-
determination. Especially because according to their 
calendar, these elements will reinforce with the 
starting of the new cycle in the end of 2012. 
According to Thompson, the Maya farmers prayed for 
food on the table, healthy children and rain, not for 
abstract concepts, as in Christianity (Thompson 1970: 
172). The upper class of the ancient Maya prayed to 
ruling gods to manifest their power, whereas the 
peasants’ prayers had the purpose of sustaining their 
survival. Despite of 500 years of influence of an alien 
religion, the Maya traditions and religious practices 
are adaptable and have absorbed many catholic saints 
and words. As an example, anthropologist Robert 
Carlsen uses the Tz’utuhil village where the 
inhabitants currently practise a ritual which is the 
fusion of a catholic saint and a Maya symbol of the 
recreation of the earth. They do not see this fusion of 
religious practices as contradictory because during 
500 years of imposed Catholicism they have 
integrated it into their own culture (Nielsen 2000: 266-
267). 
 
4.3. Maize 
The practice of growing corn was seen as a parallel to 
a man growing up. The maize god is represented as 
passive and in need of mankind's protection from wild 
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animals and drought, in return, the maize feeds man 
(Thompson 1970: 285). As illustrated in the previous 
chapters, maize plays a crucial role in the Maya self-
understanding. They identify with it in their rhetoric 
(see e.g. GrupoSotzil; 10.05.2012 ) and in their art e.g. 
Sobreviviencia has a song called “We are made of 
maize” (“Somos de maíz”) (Documetal S & S 2012). 
Maize to the Maya means nothing less than the 
substance of life. It is deeply connected with the 
origins of life and the creation of the humans. Maize 
has a symbolic meaning and is used in many different 
ways. The importance of the maize already starts at 
the way it is being sowed, which is a key ritual being 
performed by a group of men. The maize field 
symbolizes a mini cosmos and when all four corners 
of the world/field are found, they sacrifice some copal 
and say some prayers in the middle of the field. This 
symbolizes the beginning of life and imitates the 
creation myth action of the gods that created life on 
earth similar to that. This is only one of many other 
rituals performed while sowing. (Nielsen 2000: 37) 
Not only while sowing, but also after and during the 
maize is reaped, there are some special rituals to be 
followed. According to the Maya the maize has, as 
everything else in this world, some sort of spirit or life 
force that has to be respected. This is one of the most 
important factors. Maya stories emphasize that gods 
would punish them with periods of drought if the 
maize was not treated with respect and good care 
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(Nielsen 2000: 38). This spirit or life force in maize 
was the main factor why it, among other things with 
life force, was used as sacrifice for the gods. It was 
also often placed in the mouth of the dead as a small 
portion of life force that would give them energy for 
the tasks that awaited them in the afterlife (Nielsen 
2000: 42). 
The Maya have an understanding of death as being 
part of a life cycle. The life of the maize is a perfect 
metaphor for that. When harvested, the corn is 
‘decapitated’ and thereby killed. The Maya 
‘decapitate’ the maize and from the old corn they plant 
new corn and through caretaking and watering, a new 
plant will grow. This symbolizes the scene described 
in Popol Vuh where the hero twins resurrect their 
father, who had been decapitated and buried. He re-
emerged as the young Maize god (Nielsen 2000: 39).  
The Maya are very intelligent farmers and developed a 
way of using the earth very efficiently without 
overusing it. They, for example, plant their vegetables 
in special rows with one row of maize, one of beans 
and one squash. The shade of the squash protects the 
earth from drying out and the beans climb up the 
maize (Nielsen 2000: 32). 
In Southern Mexico there has been happening a 
contamination of maize. The facts are that the corn has 
been genetically engineered (GE) and that this poses a 
threat to the ”integrity of indigenous maize” (Mander 
& Tauli-Corpuz 2006: 146) As indigenous Maya 
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Leader Aldo Gonzales puts it, ”The pyramids could be 
destroyed, but a fistful of corn is the legacy that we 
can pass on to our children and grandchildren. Today 
we are being denied that possibility” (Mander & 
Tauli-Corpuz 2006:148).  
Nowadays thousand of Maya’s daily life is still 
structured after the maize, its sowing and reaping. The 
burn beating system is still used in the central and 
northern lowlands, while in the highlands, the system 
they used in the past, the set-aside system, can not be 
used anymore because of the small amount of land 
they now posses. In the highlands there can still be 
seen terraces and irrigation system in use. But these 
ways of agriculture are rare, and mostly replaced by 
new and gentler ways of cultivation. In a lot of cases 
the Maya are even forced to use the land as much as 
needed, and more than what the land is capable of, 
because of not enough owned fields. This also results 
in, that a lot of Maya farmers from Guatemala's 
highland have to find work elsewhere for some part of 
the year to survive, and travel to the distant pacific 
ocean coast to work on cotton- or coffee farms 
(Nielsen 2000: 266). 
But there are also more positive perspectives for the 
indigenous people. These are, for instance, to be found 
in projects such as the Mesoamerican Permaculture 
Institute in Guatemala. They offer workshops and 
education on how to make agriculture sustainable. 
More specifically this includes education on rainwater 
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harvesting, natural building, watershed work, soil 
conservation, food forestry and biodiversity 
preservation. With this, the institute aims to help the 
Maya regain their traditional knowledge. The basic 
concept of Permaculture is to work with the land in a 
way that does not exploit the soil but respects all parts 
of the ecosystem as interdependent of each other. 
(Permaculture Institute; 16.05.2012). 
 
4.4. Sacrifices 
The most important person in the sacrifice ritual was 
the Shaman. He was a religious figure who could 
communicate with gods and spirits and bring 
messages back and forth between this world and the 
other. He did it through singing, dancing, through lent 
or blood loss or through the intake of hallucinogen in 
a state of trance or ecstasy (Nielsen 2000: 141). 
Today´s Shaman descendants are called curanteros 
and generally work in the health care system together 
with other spiritual healers such as h´imens and 
sobadores (acupuncture healers). 
It is still very usual to the Maya to visit both the 
governmental hospitals and a spiritual healer when 
they become ill. Opposed the Cartesian dualist 
concept, the Maya perceive body and mind 
holistically. Therefore, illnesses are often associated 
with supernatural forces or natural catastrophes. 
In their cosmovision the Maya have two entities of 
soul. One of them is called chaul and it is 
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interconnected with a specific animal. Everything that 
happens with the human would happen with the 
animal and vice versa. 
The other entity is called ch’ulel. It is indestructible 
and indivisible although it consists of 13 different 
parts. The number 13 is important in the Maya 
cosmovision. If a natural catastrophe e.g. a stone drift 
happens then the person loses a piece of his/her 
ch´ulel and becomes ill. Evil witches can also steal 
pieces of soul and sell it to the Lord of Earth. The 
Curanteros can cure the person with the help of 
supernatural forces but only if the person is willing to 
participate actively. These healing processes can 
eventually include animal offers (Freidel, Schele and 
Parker 1999: 178, 2019). Still today, the Shaman 
walks into caves or grottos, since these are seen as 
entrances to the underworld, and through them he can 
go to the after world. He will undergo a symbolic 
death and return again, also to symbolize the same trip 
the sun would go through every night. 
Inside the caves people were able to contact ancestors 
and the caves were also sometimes used as burial 
places. The cave was associated with the beginning of 
life, rain, maize and fertility. Stalagmite and stalactite 
that together make an underground pillar could be 
seen as a representation of the world tree that connects 
all three worlds and made this the perfect place for the 
Maya to make their sacrifices (Nielsen 2000: 169).  
It was, and today still is, important to bring sacrifices 
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for the ancestors’ spirits. They are the ones capable of 
intervening in the events of this world. They can e.g. 
punish descendants that commit a serious sin, or they 
can protect and favour someone. All can be dependent 
on what sacrifices you bring them e.g. food, or 
different kinds of presents (Nielsen 2000: 284).  
An important element in today's ritual ceremonies is 
the home brewed alcoholic drink called balche’. It is 
consumed to reach a state of ritual purity and to better 
get in contact with the gods (Nielsen 2000: 268). Even 
though dances were very important in the ceremonial 
life, scientists are still unable to decode the exact 
meaning hidden in those ritual dances. But they do 
know that different items were used while performing 
(Nielsen 2000: 141). Dance and balche´are common 
elements but, as it says above, each village has its 
local rituals. 
In Q’umarkah sacrifices still consist of copal, cacao 
and flowers for the ancestors but they also sacrifice 
sugar cane rum, beer, chickens and candles which 
were not their original offerings. They still pray for 
the last Quiché Ahau and the god of the earth, but 
today a lot of their prayers contain some Spanish 
words (Nielsen 2000: 261).  
Today in Mexico in the city of San Juan Chamula 
rituals include sacrifices as chickens and cola. They 
perform their rituals in the town church that replaced 
the ritual temple. It was not hard for the Maya to adapt 
to symbol of the cross, since they had cross symbols 
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in their own past that presented the tree of life. The 
church represents the centre of their mini-cosmos, and 
therefore they still have a proper place to sacrifice 
(Nielsen 2000: 268). 
In the northern part of the half island of Yucatan a 
special ritual is practised that need to secure that the 
rain will come for the crops. Only men participate in 
this 3 days ritual that is practised for the rain god 
Chak. It is held on a special build altar that represents 
cosmos with its four world corners and the sky. Here 
they place e.g. tamales and atole to sacrifice. The 
shaman says some prayers and another male takes the 
main lead in the ritual, as Chak. He performs and 
sprays water onto the altar. This symbolises and plays 
out what the Maya are praying for, which is enough 
water to fall for their vegetables to grow. This pre-
Columbian ritual to act out gods in plays is therefore 
still practised today (Nielsen 2000: 268). 
In pre-Columbian time, sacrifices were mostly 
practiced by men who offered their own blood. 
Common ways of shedding blood was to bore through 
their foreskin with a lancet or a ray spine. Sometimes 
they bore holes through their cheeks, tongues or 
through their under lips and placed small pieces of 
straw inside. Sometimes they scratched open their skin 
on special parts of their bodies. All this happened 
under a lot of pain while collecting the blood. After 
this, the blood was smeared onto sculptures and 
figures of the gods (Nielsen 2000: 136). 
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The most valuable blood was that of high ranked 
hostages, like kings. Their blood and hearts were the 
most precious since they contained a lot of life force, 
compared to regular people. Such high sacrifices were 
needed for rituals as calendar cycle transitions, 
inauguration ceremonies, and house- and temple 
initiation and as a general ‘thank you’ sacrifice for the 
gods. Without blood- and human sacrifices life and 
world order could not uphold (Nielsen 2000: 120). 
A famous sacrificing spot is the Chac Mool figure. It 
is holding a bowl where human hearts used to be 
placed. Scientists say that it could also have been for 
blood, copal, animals or food sacrifices. This figure is 
today placed in several Maya cities, mostly as a 
recognisable tourist attraction (Nielsen 2000: 200). 
 Today, as it is described in Chapter 1, a group of 
contemporary artisans in Chichén Itzá are named after 
this figure. 
 
4.5. Calendar Systems 
As Chapter 1 has mentioned, there has been an 
increasing attention on the Maya calendar in the media 
in the past decades. It has been greatly used by tourist 
agencies to sell their trips to Mesoamerica. The so-
called Long Count calendar is supposed to end on 21st 
December 2012 and although there are different 
interpretations of it, the most popular ones anticipate 
apocalypse since the Occidental time perception is 
linear.  
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The Maya calendar, opposed to our linear calendar, 
works with a cyclic time conception. The Maya make 
use of similar time calculations as we, with days, 
months and years, but they were all in a cycle, that 
was either shorter or longer than ours. Their 
conception of time can be pictured as a big wheel, 
where they at some point would come back to the 
same moment or time period again and again. That 
meant that the past would return at some point in the 
future in a predictable manner. The calendar was 
therefore used to predict the future and sometimes 
through rituals to help prevent what was going to 
happen (Nielsen 2000: 73). 
The Long Count calendar counts the days from one 
specific point on. This calendar reminds us a lot of our 
linear time conception but the Long Count calendar is 
also a cycle. The cycle we are in now, started at the 
creation of this world (3314 B.C.). One cycle will last 
for 5126 years before another cycle starts. The Long 
Count calendar is split into these smaller cycles: 
Bak´tun 144.000 days or 20 K’atun periods, K’atun 
7.200 days or 20 Tun periods, Tun 360 days or 18 
Winal periods, Winal 20 days or 20 K’in periods, K’in 
1 day. Every time a Tun- or a K’atun period ended it 
was celebrated with rituals (Nielsen 2000: 76). 
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Nielsen claims that there has at least existed one long 
count cycle before this one, and according to 
ethnographic studies we are now in the fourth long 
count cycle. This cycle will apparently end in 
December 2012. This cycle presupposes that another 
era or creation will happen. Given that in the creation 
myths all the other eras ended in destruction, today 
many Maya are fearful and uncertain of what this 
transition may bring about (Nielsen 2000: 77). 
Forother Maya, as it is explained in Chapter 2, it 
means the start of a new cycle which can bring new 
opportunities for the entire humanity, including the 
Maya´s fights for self- determination. 
After the Classic Period ended and the Maya 
 98
abandoned their temples and cities, the use of the 
Long Count calendar stopped and was replaced with a 
Short Count calendar. The short count calendar is a 
cycle based of 13 K’atun periods. Each K’atun period 
is named after the day it starts, after one of the 13 
possible so called Ahau-days. Connected to each 
Ahau-day was a specific prophecy or conception of 
events happening (Nielsen 2000: 77). 
Some of the several calendar systems are still in use 
today, especially when promoting political or cultural 
events (see GrupoSotzil; 10.05.2012). Today e.g. the 
Quiché Maya in Q’umarkah and Momostenango are 
still relying on the 260 days calendar. It is even mass 
produced in the press for the public to purchase on the 
market places in the highlands (Nielsen 2000: 261). 
The Tzolk’in calendar, also called the ritual calendar, 
is a cycle of 260 days consisting of 20 day symbols 
that are combined with 13 numbers (13 x 20 = 260). 
The numbers 20 and 13 are two of the most common 
numbers in Maya rituals (Nielsen 2000: 75).Scientists 
say that this calendar might have been determined 
after the woman’s birth period that is approximately 
260 days long.  
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The first day of a cycle is 1 Imix, the next day 2 Ik’, 
the third day 3 Ak’bal etc. until 13 Ben, thereafter its 
starts at one again, but continue the list of day 
symbols, so the next would be 1 Ix, then 2 Men etc. It 
takes 260 days to come back to 1 Imix and a cycle has 
ended (Nielsen 2000: 75). 
Beside of its practical function, the Tzolk´in calendar 
is also part of the cosmovision. It had a big influence 
on the society and people tried to adjust their lives 
according to the calendar. When a child is born, it gets 
a number and a named day according to the Tzolk´in 
calendar. Both the named day signs and the numbers 
have their own spirit or essence. The named day signs 
carry the masculine energy while the numbers are 
connected to the feminine nature. The named day 
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signs are also called naguales, the spiritual guides of 
certain elements or aspects of life. They embody the 
essential myths and archetypes of the ancient lands of 
the Maya. Each person’s destiny is predetermined by 
the combination of sign and number of their birth. We 
bring our innate character, abilities, professional 
preference, and other traits with us when we are born. 
(Maya-Portal, 25.03.2012) 
Local Shamans were not only considered as religious 
leaders but also experts in the calendar system. Many 
Maya consulted with them before they would sow or 
reap, or before the market and other visits to cities. 
The king asked when it was most beneficial to go for 
long trips, when to go to war and when to practice 
rituals (Nielsen 2000: 76). 
The shaman responsible for the calendar still advices 
people on what days are convenient for e.g. long trips, 
business and weddings. The day on which a child is 
born is still important today and can tell what its 
future will look like. Today a ritual is still practised on 
Waxaquib Batz’, which is a special day in the 260 
days cycle for the Maya. On this day, new calendar 
responsibles are initiated. This happens on the shrines 
that lay on the hilltops around Momostenango. The 
ceremonies consist of long prayers to call upon the 
four corners of the world, the mountains and the 
ancestors’ spirits (Nielsen 2000: 267). 
In modern terms we could argue that the Maya believe 
in a core self rather than in a floating one. This also 
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means that individuals are more respected because 
they are empowered in their given identities instead of 
forced to mirror (the expectations of) the society. On 
the other hand every society is constructed by certain 
value systems that are imposed on the members even 
without them realising it e.g. cosmovision is 
unquestionable in the Maya society. 
 
 
4.6. Ballgames 
Due to the concept of cyclical time, the Maya believe 
that mythological events also repeat through time. 
Many believe that not only a new Bak´tun but also a 
new era start on 21st December 2012. This would 
mean that the symbolic ballgame would happen again, 
this time played by the hero twins of today. Grupo 
Sotz´il has made a performance about this event, 
called Oxlajuj B´aqtun which means Thirteen Bak´tun 
(GrupoSotzil; 10.05.2012). 
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The ballgame is symbolic opening to the underworld 
(Nielsen 2000: 170). In each Maya city, researchers 
have identified the presence of at least one playing 
ground, if not more. Mostly they were placed in the 
ceremonial center of the city. The actual ballgame was 
played in an I-formed court. The players would be in 
the middle of the court and the rectangular areas at the 
ends functioned as end zones or goals. Some pictures 
also show the playing field with two small round goals 
with a net at the end of the court. Some other pictures 
show the walls of the field having small stone rings on 
each side where the ball was supposed to go through. 
The ball was only allowed to be touched with hips and 
thighs. So the players had to be very acrobatic to keep 
the ball in the game. Scientists are not sure if this 
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game was played by the Maya for entertainment or 
only, as suggested, as a ceremonial game that was 
about life and death (Nielsen 2000: 171). It was a 
ceremonial game that played out the fight between 
light and darkness, between the good and the bad. This 
game started through the Popol Vuh story about the 
hero twins. Their father and uncle lose a game to the 
gods of the underworld and are decapitated and buried 
on the playing field in the underworld. The hero twins 
follow them and challenge the gods to play against 
them. At the end, after a lot of challenges the hero 
twins manage to win the game and beat the gods. 
After the final death of the gods the twins resurrect 
their father and he re-emerges as the Corn god. This is 
how life defeats death and the ballgame tells us that 
death is a condition for life and the game becomes a 
symbol of the life cycles. This is why the court is a 
symbol for an opening to the underworld. It is here 
where life can be won or lost and also here where 
some of the dead prisoners are thrown down the stairs 
and also where sometimes high ranked Maya enemies 
were sacrificed (Nielsen 2000: 173). 
 
4.7. War 
Archaeologists denied for a long time that the Maya 
fought wars. They ignored all the evidence that 
contradicted the Maya’s pacifist outlook. Instead, they 
wanted to portray the Maya society in a romantic and 
perfect way. This rhetoric is still prevailed both in the 
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academic discourses and in the commercials for 
tourists (see Chapter 1), even though archaeologist 
already have given in. They had to confront all the 
many facts and figures that showed Maya people did 
fight bloody wars, tortured and also sacrificed their 
prisoners (Nielsen 2000: 118). 
For the Maya, war was a religious ritual foundation 
that was fully necessary and a basis for the upholding 
of the world (Linda Schele in Nielsen 2000: 119). It 
made it possible for the Maya to capture their enemies 
and use them for their sacrifice rituals. It was therefore 
not custom to kill or wound high ranked enemies on 
the battle field since they were the most valuable to 
sacrifice (Nielsen 2000: 118). 
The planet Venus played a big role in Maya wars. 
Most of the wars were fought when Venus was at one 
of its highest and most significant positions in the sky. 
If the planet was behind their backs it was easier to 
win a fight. Venus was identified with war and 
sacrifices and therefore, the planet was very important 
to the Maya. It was also very important to fight during 
dry periods, when it was easy to move a larger group 
of people through the jungle, and no one had to stay 
home and take care of the crops (Nielsen 2000: 119). 
The weapons they used were spear, throwing tree, war 
club and shield. Part of their war costume was a belt 
that carried flashy craniums or decapitated trophy 
heads (Nielsen 2000: 118). 
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War was not only a religious ritual, but also had 
political and economic motives and was often fought 
to eliminate rivals, to win food, raw material, slaves 
etc. (Nielsen 2000: 120). 
 
4.8. Trade 
Beside the bloody wars, another way the Maya had 
contact to other civilizations was through trade. Trade 
was very important to economic, political and 
religious life. Different kinds of trade were practiced. 
There was the intern trade that took place in a smaller 
region and took place on central marketplaces. 
Everyone, except for slaves, could participate and they 
traded with food e.g. maize, beans, fruits, fish etc. and 
everyday products such as copal, pottery, cloth etc. 
The external trade took place between far distant 
places and was managed by the elite. They traded with 
more luxury products e.g. jade, quetzal-feather, jaguar 
skin, cacao etc. (Nielsen 2000: 100). The most 
valuable currency for the Maya’s was cacao (Nielsen 
2000: 102). 
The Maya still have regularly arranged markets. In 
Guatemala in the city of Chichicastenango a market is 
taking place every Thursday and Sunday. Tourists and 
other people come here from all over the country to 
participate (Nielsen 2000: 283). Originally the market 
in Chichicastenango was only held on Sundays but 
because of the big interest from the tourists, Thursdays 
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were also made to market days. People bring their 
local specialties from all over the country. A lot of 
them already arrive a day early and start setting up 
their booth before sunrise. Originally the marked place 
was split up according to the different products but 
today this division is not possible since more booths 
sell clothes, purses, hats, wooden masks that are aimed 
at the tourists (Nielsen 2000: 286). 
Chichicastenango is not the only trade centre with 
regular markets. A lot of other cities in the highlands 
have their own marked days.  
The markets are not only for selling. People also 
exchange news, plan future trading and confirm 
tradings. People also eat and drink together at the 
markets food booths (Nielsen 2000: 286). 
In tourists booths traditional Maya clothing is sold but 
this clothing is mass produced on machine looms. On 
the contrary, the original traditional clothing which is 
still worn by the Maya today is made on traditional 
cloth looms. These colourful and often patterned 
cloths can be seen worn by the Maya women on 
markets; also men wear cloth with traditional colors 
and Maya patterns. But the modern influences are also 
visible through patterns that now represent vehicles 
and alphabetic writing. They still contain some of the 
old traditional patterns such as birds, mountains, 
rainbows and more (Nielsen 2000: 270). One of the 
most significant symbols for the Pan-Maya movement 
is that the women wear traditional colourful clothing 
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still today, to show their identity and to show their 
active participation in the resistance movement 
(Nielsen 2000: 275). 
 
4.9. Maya Pyramids and Temples in the Classic 
Period 
As it says in Chapter 2, pyramids, as any other 
heritage, belong to the state in many Maya territories. 
They are generally used for tourist attractions e.g. El 
Castillo in Chichén Itzá where invented equinox 
festivals and concerts of celebrities such as Elton John 
or Celine Dion are held. Maya, on the other hand, are 
not allowed to hold their ritual ceremonies there 
because “the sounds would damage the pyramids” (La 
Palaba Maya; 2012). 
Maya pyramids and temples were built after careful 
planning: 
 
”Mayan architecture is closely related to the cosmic; 
temples were built with respect to cosmic events. 
Archaeo-astronomers are still taking measurements 
today and are astonished at the ingenuity with which 
the pyramids and entire cities were built. […] The 
pyramids still contain knowledge that has yet to be 
revealed and that shows the heights the Mayan 
engineering reached before anyone else in the world” 
(Don Isidro in Barrios 2009 : 68). 
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In the beginning, the temples of the Mayan people 
looked like the houses that the people lived in. They 
were small thatched huts on top of earthen mounds. 
But around 1500 B.C the platforms for the houses 
became more elaborate and in areas where stone was 
plentiful the Maya stacked flat stones to make the 
platforms for temples. 
As the platforms grew in height, stone stairways were 
added. By the Classic era the platforms supported 
entire complexes of buildings in some of the major 
capitals and these platforms would often have terraces 
that were ideal for different ceremonies. On top of all 
of these platforms the Maya built flat-topped pyramids 
with square or rectangular bases. They called them 
Witz, which means ”mountain”, because to all the 
ancient Maya people these pyramids symbolised 
mountains. Both the mountains and the pyramids were 
believed as being sacred and some even saw them as 
living, breathing creatures (Rubalcaba 2010: 69). 
There are two types of Mayan pyramids: one being the 
type that was not meant to be climbed, and the other 
that was built for exactly that purpose. The latter was 
often used for carrying out sacrificial rituals and for 
the priest and royalties, while the former was sacred 
and not supposed to be touched. The steps made on 
these pyramids were very steep and often had 
doorways that lead to nowhere (Mayan pyramids: 
08.02.2012). 
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Early build pyramids had stairways on all four sides 
but later on the pyramids were built with only one 
main stairway in the front. 
When the priests or royalties performed their rituals 
they ascended the pyramid on the stairways which 
symbolised rising from the earth to heaven, since they 
started from the ground level right to the temple on the 
top. 
Many pyramids were giant bases for raising temples 
on the top towards the sky and some of them 
contained tombs for royal burials, and some 
functioned as both temple and tomb. It was also 
common to use the temples as astronomical 
observatories. 
 
4.10. Pottery and Artwork 
Today pottery and artwork are still used by the Maya 
population but plastic and iron has replaced a big part 
of the household equipment. In a small village called 
Amatenango del Valle the Tzeltal Maya manufacture 
and burn their own pottery and all of it are made for 
the tourist to buy in San Cristónbal. Through centuries 
Amatenango del Valle has been known for its pottery 
and artwork and today the small city's economy are 
still partly based on the production of pottery and 
artwork. 
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Today most of the working processes, when creating 
pottery are still the same as in the pre-Columbian 
period with the same traditions.   
Around 1800 B.C the first types of potteries appeared 
in Maya areas. The early pottery included simple 
made pots/vessels and figurines. The figurines were 
often made as female gender and they are among some 
of the first known evidence of Maya religious life. 
At that time there were three different techniques 
when creating several kinds of pottery. One is to shape 
a lump of clay, another is the method where a bowl is 
build from rolls of clay which are straightened 
afterwards, and the last is simply to create a new 
pot/jar by using an old one as a template. By using 
these different kinds of methods Maya potters created 
endless numbers of jars, sculptures and other things 
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that needed to be manufactured. 
The decoration of the pottery was often started before 
the jar/pot was burned. By doing this it was easier to 
engrave patterns in the surface with different tools and 
the pottery even got its primary colour which made it 
easier to paint with other colors after it was burned. 
Some of the finest artworks in Mesoamerica were 
produced by Maya artists. These included painted 
pottery, carvings and mosaics made from shell and 
jade, detailed sculptures, gold objects and masks and 
headdresses for ceremonies. Buildings were also 
covered inside and out in brightly painted murals. Jade 
was the most valuable substance in the Maya world 
and there were different varieties of jade; a jewel jade, 
a commoner pale green stone, and a dark green variety 
(Kubler 1962: 264). 
What made jade highly valuable on the market, was 
that it was not easy to find. But not only was it not 
easy to find, it was also harder than stone and 
therefore difficult to work with. 
The most talented workers worked in palace 
workshops making high-quality goods that brought 
prestige to their owners (Rubalcaba 2010: 81). 
 
4.11. Hieroglyphs  
Different Maya organisations have chosen to focus on 
strengthening Maya language and writing today. This 
means that the old writings are starting to appear again 
on walls in different schools, cultural centres and so 
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on. Working with the language, writing, myths, and 
the history are all important parts of the revitalisation 
of the Maya culture and also parts of trying to re-
establish the broken connection with the pre- 
Columbian society. It is a very important step in trying 
to make the Maya people aware of their history and 
cultural traditions. Hopefully parts of the introduction 
to Maya culture will be written by Maya themselves 
(Nielsen 2000: 275). 
In 1989 the organisation ALMG (Academia de las 
Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala) implement a standard 
spelling of the Guatemala Maya language based on 
Adrián Inés Chávez´s system (see Chapter 2). 
Together with the Oxlajuuj Keej Ajtz’iib organisation 
they use the language to release new texts about Maya 
myths and to translate some of the old writings 
(Nielsen 2000: 274). The Oxlajuuj Keej Ajtz’iib 
organisation also helped to modify the phonetic 
hieroglyphs, so that words on Kaqchikel or Quiché 
can be written with Maya glyphs (Nielsen 2000: 275).  
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the artist group Ah Dzib 
P'izté' refers to the old artist- scribe traditions with 
their works. 
 
Modern scholars agree that Maya glyphs are one of 
three writing systems in the ancient world that were 
invented independently. According to scholars, all 
other writing systems were probably modeled after, or 
at least influenced, by existing scripts. 
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It is not known when exactly the Maya started to 
write, but the early examples of Maya writing date is 
from the Late Preclassic Period. 
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Maya hieroglyphic writing system is one of the most 
visually striking systems of the world. It is very 
complex with hundreds of signs or glyphs, as they are 
called, and they are formed as humans, animals, 
supernaturals and abstract designs. These signs are 
called logograms (ideograms) that express meanings 
or sullabograms (phonetic symbols) that indicates 
sound values. They are used to write sentences, words 
and phrases. This means that the Maya can write 
almost anything that can be said. 
Originally it was thought that Maya writing was 
purely logographic because of the many hundreds of 
different glyphs, but after a long period of trying to 
convert the Maya glyphs it was discovered that the 
system was logosyllabic, a combination of 
logographic and syllabic, and that it became 
increasingly phonetic over time. 
There are only around 30 phonetic sounds in the Maya 
language so a purely phonetic alphabet could in theory 
be written in 30 signs. 
When dealing with so many signs, both logographic 
and syllabic (phonetic), the ancient Maya scribe 
combined them in many ways for both functional and 
aesthetic purposes. This means that scribers wrote the 
same word in multiple ways to give the word other 
meanings. Sometimes they only used logograms and 
other times they used phonetic signs. 
What makes it even more difficult for scientist today 
is that sometimes they even combined the logograms 
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by phonetic complements. This was done to clarify the 
reading of the logogram by either spelling out the 
beginning or ending sound of the word (Ancient 
scripts: 10.05.2012). 
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5. Conclusion 
 
In this paper we studied the contemporary Maya 
identity and representations.  
We found out in chapter four which parts of the 
history and which parts of the Maya’s traditions still 
are important to the Maya today. Some of these 
factors are listed below. 
Their religion is one of the most important factors, 
since their beliefs can not be separated from their daily 
life. Many of them still relate and pray to their gods 
who help them in their everyday life. Maize also 
remains significant since it is the most important 
source of food and at the same time is connected to 
spirituality because it contains life force. Sacrifices are 
still made to earn the good will of the gods. The 
calendar system remains important to some Maya 
communities, e.g. the Quiché Maya still use the 260 
days calendar and they live according to it. The ritual 
ballgame is performed by contemporary theatre 
groups. War was a big part of the Pre-Colombian 
Maya lifestyle but today it is rejected by non-Maya 
people to hide the image of the bloody past and to 
present the Maya in a romantic way that can attract 
tourists. Trade is important mostly because of the 
traditional markets that still are held. But today a lot of 
the original products that were traded on the markets 
are replaced by products that correspond to the 
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demands of tourists and others that want to buy these 
products that look like ‘authentic Maya handicrafts’. 
Pyramids are the main tourist attraction today and they 
also help to represent their impressive architectural 
past. Pottery is still important since it helps the 
potential income of the pottery-makers. They sell it to 
the tourists that visit them. Hieroglyphs are still used 
and worked with in various contexts such as Maya 
organizations working with their languages and myths. 
Even though the Maya have faced a lot of resistance 
they were able to, as Nielsen (2000: 262) also says, 
preserve some of the most significant parts of their 
culture. He says, that ever since the first Spanish 
conquest the Maya have understood how to prevent a 
complete assimilation to the Spanish culture, at the 
same time they have managed to incorporate elements 
from it into their own. In the account of this 
adaptation, they have been able to preserve their 
indigenous culture and Maya identity. This requires a 
cooperative and tolerant attitude that corresponds with 
their cosmovision. While identity politics generally 
promote an anti-modern, conservative approach to 
maintain ‘original’ culture, Maya seek to fit the new 
impulses to the old identities and hereby develop 
continually. It is important to be open to other cultures 
and at the same time to contribute to their own 
community. Their example can be a model of how to 
establish harmony between traditions and modernity. 
They believe that everyone has the right to exist in the 
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universe; therefore hybridity is a positive value. This 
concept is very different from other ideologies 
(nationalism, Marxism, consumerism etc) which are 
based on doxa of a sort of hierarchy and thereby on 
conflicts and exclusion. In social constructivist 
theories hierarchy would be criticised for being an 
arbitrary product of society. For the Maya, on the 
other hand, the high level of tolerance is connected to 
their determinist point of view in which each person is 
born with a particular mission and therefore plays an 
important role in the society and in the universe.  
However, it must be underlined that in numerous cases 
oppression has led the Maya to the repression or the 
denial of their cultural heritage. From the non- Maya 
world, Maya still are represented as dependent, naive 
and poor or as an exotic, mystical and dead culture. 
Even so, the Maya culture has been through a 
revitalisation where political, academic and artistic 
groups have worked to strengthen and manifest Maya 
culture and identity in contemporary society. 
Supporting local communities is the key to empower 
the individuals in their indigenous identities and 
thereby in becoming active agents. It seems evident 
that self-sustainability is crucial in order to make this 
self- determination possible after 500 years of 
suppression. 
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Appendix 
 
 Artisans Artist  
 Máscara: very 
flat mask with 
one face and 
one layer that 
was originally 
too flat to serve 
 as a mask
    
    
Mascaron: 
mask with 
several faces 
and layers, 
much decorated 
headdresses, 
becoming three 
dimensional. 
Not only 
realistic but 
representational 
       
 
  Developed 
mascara with 
mosaic effect 
and more 
complex 
headdresses 
 
 Typical 
ídolos/figuras 
(idol statues), 
only been 
carving their 
backside since 
the 1990s 
Playing with 
the possibilities 
of ídolos, 
developing 
bases so the 
ídolos become 
full statuaries. 
Qualitative 
differences 
from artisans 
can especially 
be noted on the 
intertwined 
serpent figures 
on Ixchel 
figure. 
Carefully 
shaped  
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muscles, vivid 
and expressive 
mimics on 
ídolos. Facial 
figures are both 
Maya and 
realistic. The 
forming of 
eyes, nose and 
mouth are 
signature marks 
of the artist. 
 
Tabla replica: 
wooden boards 
copying Pre-
Colombian 
stelas/stuccos 
 
    
Tabla 
inventada: 
same 
 technique but 
with invented 
figures and 
individual 
narrative 
scenes. José 
León Tus Kituc 
however 
created very 
sophisticated 
 tablas réplicas. 
 
 Little time-
consuming 
Pre-Colombian 
and 
“traditional” 
Mexican 
figures e.g. 
Sleeping 
Mexican with 
Sombrero 
Detailed, busy, 
sort of 
“baroque 
aesthetic” just 
like in the Pre-
Colombian 
Maya art. 
 
 121 
 
Producing 
kitsch by 
creating 
romantic Maya 
representations. 
         
 
Using kitch 
ironically e.g. 
 Jose León Tus 
Kituc who 
synthetizes 
Maya mural 
painting, 
 Colonial and 
Mexican 
canvas 
painting, Maya 
stone carving, 
20th century 
adult romantic 
comic book 
cartoon and 
kitsch 
calendars. 
 
 
